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I want always to be on the move; every ship I see sailing away fills me with the greatest desire to be on it.

—EMPRESS ELISABETH, “SISI,” OF AUSTRIA-HUNGARY
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The Empress…seems to me like a child in a fairy tale. The good fairies came, and each of them laid a splendid gift in her cradle: beauty, sweetness, grace…dignity, intelligence and wit. But then came the bad fairy and said, “I see that everything has been given you, but I will turn these qualities against you and they shall bring you no happiness….Even your beauty will bring you sorrow and you will never find peace.”

—COUNTESS MARIE FESTETICS, LADY-IN-WAITING TO EMPRESS ELISABETH, “SISI,” OF AUSTRIA-HUNGARY
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HISTORICAL OVERVIEW
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Empress Elisabeth of Austria-Hungary, known to her people simply as Sisi, has just changed her empire forever.

All around her the great dynastic monarchies are crumbling as the world’s most powerful kingdoms face rebellion from within and instability abroad. Not so in Austria-Hungary, however, and that’s due to Sisi. The beloved empress has brokered the compromise by which Hungary, a dissatisfied but crucial constituent of the fractured Austrian Empire, opted to remain in the kingdom and allowed the Habsburgs to retain dominion over much of Europe—without firing a shot.

With this stroke, Sisi has asserted her right not only to her throne but also to her place beside her husband as a leader of the Habsburg Court. She has proven to rivals and critics that she is no longer the naïve and guileless girl of fifteen with whom Emperor Franz Joseph fell passionately in love. She is the mother of the crown prince, an activist beloved by her people and her emperor, and, at last, she will be the ruler of her own life.

But the perils and demands of life at the Habsburg Court only increase as Sisi works to expand her role within it. And how many enemies—known and unknown—has she made along the way? In mid-nineteenth-century Vienna, where the palace staterooms and bedrooms buzz not only with waltzes and champagne but also with temptation, rivals, and cutthroat intrigue, Sisi faces a whole host of new and unexpected perils and adversaries. Can the beautiful, charming, strong-willed “Fairy Queen” weather these challenges? Or is she doomed to fall as the latest sacrifice made at the altar of the world’s most powerful empire?


PROLOGUE

[image: ornament][image: ornament]

Geneva, Switzerland

September 1898


SHE STEPS INTO VIEW, AND she is as they’ve all said she is: a beauty not of this world. When he spots the lady, his pale eyes narrow, focusing on her. The empress. Elisabeth. “Sisi.”

She glides down the steps of the posh hotel, the Beau Rivage, clutching her parasol as bright early-autumn sunshine splashes the boulevard around her. Nearby, a small crowd has assembled, and they rouse to attention as they realize it’s the empress.

“Here she comes!”

“Empress Elisabeth!”

“Sisi!”

Either she doesn’t hear their cries or she chooses not to answer them, as she continues her stride, long legged and swift, away from the hotel. He shuffles a few steps from this crowd, refusing to be distracted by their chatter, their calls to her.

She makes her way along the quay toward the boardwalk and the waiting steamer, her sole female companion hurrying to keep pace with her. Everything about her appearance distinguishes her from the common: luminescent skin the color of a pearl, her regal form tucked tight into a high-necked silk jacket and long black skirt, a black cap atop her pile of thick chestnut hair. That hair—so famous that even he has read about it—dark and wavy and laced with errant bits of silver. He looks down at his own ragged appearance, clucking with disapproval at the crescent moons of grime under his fingernails, the torn seam of his threadbare trousers.

From this close distance, he glimpses her face and notes how she blinks, wearing the skittish look of a hunted animal. Which she is, of course: hunted. Not only by him, by everyone. She, like him, is a runner. All her life she’s been stalked and pursued, ripped apart and pieced back together, taking on whatever identity the people needed to foist onto her. The way she clutches her parasol to her side, he suspects it’s more for her protection from people’s eyes and words than to fend off the gentle sun. That parasol might pose a problem for him.

He falls in step behind her, his blood thrashing inside of him, his body surging with a heady brew of anticipation and exhilaration. Several hundred meters away her steamer waits, bobbing at the nearby dock as its stacks belch out black into the clear blue-sky day. He reaches into his pocket, and his fingers find the blade, stroking it, tenderly, as he might stroke a baby’s cheek. It’s only a small thing, no more than four inches long. And yet, he knows, with that tiniest of blades, he’ll entwine his own fate with that of Empress Elisabeth, the most beautiful, most beloved woman alive. All those who love her will have to remember him, as well.
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CHAPTER 1
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Gödöllő Palace, Hungary

Summer 1868

Sisi could have offered any number of explanations as to why it was so different. Had someone asked her, it would have been simple enough for her to provide an answer. But what was the truth? she wondered. Why was it that twilight here in Gödöllő, her country estate just outside of Budapest, felt so different from twilight in Vienna?

She might have said that it was the view: the unruly, wild, perfectly inviting view. Here, in the soft light of the coming evening, the grounds rolled open before her, unfurling in waves of gentle green before meeting thousands of acres of virgin woodlands. Clusters of wildflowers dotted the meadows, so different from Vienna’s imperial grounds and gardens, where sensible, stately tulips intersected lawns so symmetrical and tight clipped that it looked as though mankind had heeled nature into complete submission. Which of course, in Vienna, it had.

Or was it the sound of Gödöllő at dusk? Evenings out here echoed with the bark of her sheepdogs; the carefree laughter of the Hungarian stable boys as they scrubbed down her horses; the first stirrings of the crickets and frogs as they welcomed dusk from the overgrown fields, nature’s unrivaled orchestra tuning up for its nightly symphony. It was a collection of sounds so entirely unlike those to be had in Vienna, where Sisi might hear the one-two of polished boots as the imperial guards paraded across the courtyards; the clatter of coaches rolling past the Hofburg gates; the cries of the Viennese mob gathered outside the palace at all hours, begging for her to give them a florin coin or a glimpse of her celebrated silhouette, her legendary hairstyles.

Perhaps it was the aroma in the air. Here, a medley of sweet scents traveled across the breeze: the faint trace of wild rose and acacia, the earthy musk of the stables, the heady perfume of overgrown grass and straw and mud. It was a lush bouquet of smells so natural and pleasing, entirely different from what she might breathe in back in Vienna, where she inhaled the cloying eau de parfum of obsequious courtiers; the stink of so many bodies and chamber pots jammed into the Hofburg Palace; the fear of the noble men and women who were always watching, calculating as to how they might raise their own status or knock down a rival’s. Yes, fear was something one could smell. Sisi knew that, after all of her years in Vienna.

But no, it was not the view, or the sound, or the scent that made twilight in Hungary so different from twilight in Austria. It was not anything outside of her or around her; it was a sensation entirely inside of her. It was how she felt each evening at dusk that made Gödöllő so different from the Hofburg.

In Vienna, by this hour of the day, Sisi would feel withered. Her head would ache from the unpleasantness of an argument with her husband or his iron-willed mother. Sisi’s stomach would be coiled into a gnarled mess, her chest tight with anxiety from a day of sorting gossip and rumors from truth, of watching for and trying to address the judgment or disapproval that seemed to pass across every courtier’s face. She would be looking drearily ahead to a night spent with the Imperial Court—a tedious evening ensconced in the damask and gold gilt of the staterooms, the sound of the violins overpowered by the chatter about trivial scandals. Hours spent watching women fawn before her husband, forcing a weary smile while men paid her the same trite compliments they used night after night. Days in Vienna were long, but the nights were interminable—and Sisi would limp back to her room each evening feeling spent, depleted. So fatigued that she already dreaded the next day before that day even came.

Here in Gödöllő she felt spent, too, but in the best way possible. Like a vessel poured out, light and free of burdens. Today, like all days at her Hungarian estate, she’d been free. She’d been outdoors since five in the morning, having risen at four. In keeping with her daily routine, she’d ridden hard and returned to the palace just briefly for a light broth at midday. The afternoon found her atop her horse once more and back in the fields and woodlands, where she practiced jumps, galloped to the point of breathlessness, and joined her charming neighbor, Prince Nikolaus Esterházy, in chasing foxes and racing across the untamed landscape.

That was why twilight in Gödöllő was always so different. By the time the sun began to sink over the western fields in the direction of Budapest, Sisi’s body would ache with a pleasant, well-earned fatigue. Her cheeks, brightened by the clean country air and the physical exertion, would glow a deep rose. Her heart would feel light, her spirits buoyant, and her body strong.

And that was precisely how Sisi felt on this sultry late-summer evening, as she handed her horse off at the stables and thanked the Hungarian groom with an easy smile. She turned toward the palace, its red-domed roof cutting a fanciful outline against the fading sky. Even this structure, so whimsical and unpretentious, stood in contrast to the stately, solid form of Vienna’s imperial residence, the Hofburg. As Sisi looked now over the strawberry-pink and cream façade, her eyes moved to the second floor, finding the window on the eastern wing of the house. She smiled, picking up her pace. She had almost expected to see the tiny cherubic face peeking back at her from within a glow of early-evening candlelight; and suddenly she couldn’t wait to be back inside the palace, this place where she had made a home for herself, carving out a safe corner of domesticity and freedom away from the crushing hold of Vienna and the Imperial Court.

“Hello, Shadow.” Sisi’s favorite dog, an oversized mound of wagging white fur, trotted up, lapping a sloppy greeting on her as she reached the front door. “You miss me today?” She stroked the massive hound a moment before nodding at the nearby footman and walking into the front hall, her dog trailing behind her in accordance with his name.

“Empress Elisabeth.” Ida Ferenczy, Sisi’s attendant and longtime friend, curtsied as the empress entered. Beside her snored the empress’s other dog, a heavy Saint Bernard named Brave. Her mother-in-law despised oversized dogs—the Archduchess Sophie only ever kept dogs small enough to sit in her lap. Perhaps that was why here, in Gödöllő, Sisi surrounded herself with the enormous, lovable beasts.

“Hello, Ida.” Sisi tossed her riding gloves onto a nearby chair as she crossed the spacious, high-ceilinged front hall toward her attendant. “I will change quickly out of these riding clothes. I miss my little one. Is everything as it should be in the nursery?”

“The Archduchess Valerie is in perfectly good health this evening, thanks be to God.”

“Has she cried today?”

“Only the normal fretting of any small baby. But the nurse reports that the little archduchess has had her milk without incident, and she should be in good spirits for Your Majesty’s visit to the nursery.”

“Good. I’ll change and then go straight to her.”

“Of course. And was Your Majesty’s ride pleasing today?”

“Yes.” Sisi nodded, making her way to the broad, curving staircase that led upstairs toward her suite of private rooms. “It was a wonderful day. The fox thought he had found a safe haven in the southern woodlands, but Nicky rooted him out, and we nearly—” Sisi paused on the steps, her mind pulled in several directions at once. “That reminds me, Ida, we shall be four for dinner tonight instead of three. Nicky—rather, Prince Esterházy—practically begged me for an invitation, and I hadn’t the heart to refuse him. He’ll join the two of us and Countess Marie.”

“In that case, Madame, I believe that we shall be five instead of four.” Ida’s lips curled upward in a sheepish smile, but she offered nothing more by way of explanation.

“Who?” Sisi asked, her hand bracing on the stairway’s carved balustrade. “Who else is coming?” Had Franz decided to plan a last-minute visit? Sisi’s stomach coiled—the emperor’s presence, as rare as it was out here, had a way of disrupting the fragile, carefree peace she fought so hard to cultivate in this household.

As an answer, Ida held forth the small golden mail dish, piled with papers. “Your Imperial Majesty’s personal correspondences.”

“Thank you.” Sisi took the dish, riffling through the pile. “You’ve forwarded all of the official petitions and letters on to my secretary in Vienna?”

Ida nodded.

Sisi’s eyes landed on the one calling card, its lettering long and graceful—and familiar. No, this was not news of the emperor. This was a sight so longed for that Sisi felt her heart lurch in her breast, aching now with the first kindling of hope. Andrássy! But could it be? Was Andrássy back in Hungary? Sisi fixed a questioning gaze on her attendant, aware of how her eager tone betrayed her as she asked: “Did he…did Count Andrássy come by today?”

Leaning forward, her voice low, Ida whispered: “Count Andrássy came calling while you were riding. He said he’d return for dinner.”

Sisi clutched the banister, her heart feeling like it might trip down the carpeted stairs even as she stood frozen in place. “Well, that’s a surprise. A most pleasant surprise. Come, I must dress at once.”
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As she dressed for the evening, Sisi made her way through the remaining pile of letters, her mind wandering every few moments back to Andrássy. Had he missed her these past months as she had missed him? How long would he stay? Would all be the same between them? She blinked, forcing herself to focus on the news from her family; she had only so much time to read these letters and visit the nursery before dinner. Before he arrived.

There were several letters from Bavaria, where Sisi’s beloved older sister, Helene, had recently returned to the family home at Possenhofen to live with their parents. “Poor Néné.” Sisi could almost see the tears that had fallen as her widowed sister penned this note. Helene, the eldest sister and the only one of the five Wittelsbach girls to be happily married, had found her groom—a kindly prince of Thurn and Taxis—later in life. She hadn’t married until her twenties, and yet she’d lost her husband just a few precious years after the wedding. Helene wrote of her own deteriorating health, of her daily sadness, but also of her deepening faith. She, who had once longed for a life in a nunnery, wrote Sisi now that daily prayer provided “the one balm against grief in the otherwise chaotic environment of our childhood household.”

Sisi sighed, her heart heavy for Helene as she turned to her next letter from home. This one came from her darling younger sister Sophie-Charlotte.


My dearest Sisi,

I am to be married! You cannot possibly know how happy my heart is. Or perhaps you can, and do, understand my bliss; I was too young to witness it when you yourself fell in love with your husband and accepted his hand.


Sisi looked away for a moment, blinking as she absorbed the startling news. If Néné’s letter had seeped sad resignation, a contemplative widow’s acceptance that her life’s dreams would never be realized, then Sophie-Charlotte’s note burst with youthful cheer, raw and naïve exuberance, an as yet unshaken optimism that felt as fragile and ill-fated as a bowl of blown glass in a child’s hands. Sisi turned back to her sister’s words.


Oh, my darling sister, you know our cousin Ludwig as well as I do. Perhaps even better, as he always tells me that you alone of the sisters (other than me, of course!) truly know him and love him. And how he returns that love to you! How he admires you! And how happy it makes me when he tells me that I, of all our sisters, most resemble you in beauty and sensitivity.

Oh, Sisi, mine is a blissful, giddy state of happiness. Ludwig, King of Bavaria, to be my husband!

He is a man without equal. Why, look at his palaces. He has taste and elegance enough to make me feel like quite the simpleton. And not to mention how beautiful he is to look on. I know that every girl in Bavaria is sick with envy, as they should be. I have won for myself the best husband in our country! Perhaps the world! (Your beloved Franz Joseph excluded, of course.)

You will come home to Bavaria for the wedding, won’t you? I shall tell Ludwig that you will—the promise of seeing you will induce him to name a wedding date!


I am now and shall remain your most loving and devoted sister,


Sophie-Charlotte


Sisi put Sophie-Charlotte’s letter down and folded it twice, an inexplicable sense of uneasiness settling over her. She was taken aback that the happy news filled her with such misgivings. Her sister was correct: Sisi did love Ludwig. He was her cousin and—other than Néné—her most cherished childhood playmate. She and Ludwig had spent so much of their youths together in Bavaria, the two of them running wild through the fields around Possenhofen and sharing their fantastic daydreams for both the present and the future. Perhaps Ludwig had even been a bit in love with the young Sisi. He had hinted at it enough. 

But Ludwig—now to be Sophie-Charlotte’s husband? The idea did not fill Sisi with the joy that such news ought to have aroused. Were they well suited? Certainly her mother, Duchess Ludovika, would be elated at such a match, thrilled by the fact that her youngest daughter would remain so close to her home in “Possi.” And Sophie-Charlotte was euphoric, evidently. Sisi tucked her sister’s note into her escritoire, determined to revisit the topic later. She did not wish to rob her darling baby sister of any of her bridal joy, but neither did she herself have the most optimistic view of matrimony these days. She’d need to think before crafting her reply.

Only two letters remained, and Sisi stared at them now. The top one bore the seal of ARCHDUCHESS GISELA, IMPERIAL PRINCESS OF AUSTRIA AND HUNGARY. Gisela, Sisi’s twelve-year-old daughter, writing from the Imperial Court in Vienna. Gisela rarely wrote. She and Sisi were not close; they had never been given a chance at closeness. Gisela, from her earliest days as an infant, had preferred her grandmother, the Archduchess Sophie, the woman who could somehow be as soft and maternal with her grandchildren as she was cold and domineering with her daughter-in-law.

Sisi stared at the letter now, shifting in her seat as if troubled by a sudden bodily discomfort. The thought of her eldest girl pierced deep, to a hollow, hidden recess of her heart—to the place where time and distance failed to heal, failed to cover the wound with the scar tissue of acceptance and resolve. No, not now, Sisi thought. Not after the good day she’d had. Not when she was about to walk down the hall to the nursery to see her darling baby. Not when he—Andrássy—was only a few minutes away, expected for dinner. Sisi did not wish to weep now. She stiffened in her chair, tucking Gisela’s letter into the inner folds of her dressing robe; she’d read it later. Later, when she might savor these rare words from her daughter. When the tears could come and the black night could enfold her in its inconspicuous privacy, where weeping went unwitnessed, where no one might see the extent of her longing or the depth of her despair over the loss of her two eldest children.

Sisi threw her shoulders back and flipped to the next and final letter. It bore a familiar handwriting, a recognizable crimson seal. And it stoked a familiar plunging feeling in her stomach, a brew of discomfort different from that stirred by Gisela’s writing—this was a more muted discomfort, a dull throb where the pain at Gisela’s letter had been a searing stab. But still, Sisi suppressed a groan as she ripped the seal. The letter came from Franz Joseph. Her husband, her emperor. This was the extent of their marital union these days: they wrote regularly between Hungary and Austria, though they hadn’t seen each other in months.

Franz Joseph’s letters were like he was: straightforward, reasonable, devoid of anything resembling the imaginative or sentimental. Dispassionate descriptions of his daily routine where he outlined the interminable hours he spent at his desk, surrounded by paper work and petitions and ministers, always summing up his accounting of the hours with the declarative statement: “But that is simply how it must be; one must work until one is thoroughly exhausted.” He included brief accounts of Gisela and Rudolf; Sisi’s heart always tripped when she saw their names in writing. Gisela. Rudy. The two children she had never been allowed to love. The two children who, upon their births, had been yanked from her arms and whisked away, installed in the imperial nursery where their every minute passed under the watchful and covetous eye of their paternal grandmamma, the Archduchess Sophie.

The children were both “in fine form,” Franz assured her now. Of course. Everyone in the imperial family was always expected to be “in fine form.” Sophie saw to it that no chink ever appeared in the gilded luster of the perfectly ordered and respectable imperial household. Not in the House of Habsburg, where custom and order and tradition dictated the unbending routine of every day, keeping the machine of imperial authority humming smoothly, ensuring that everyone knew precisely what was expected of him or her. Sophie had seen to that years ago, for though Franz Joseph wore the emperor’s crown, it was his mother who ran the imperial household.

Sisi rarely spoke to her mother-in-law directly, but Sophie was present in every letter sent by Franz. She loomed large over her son’s written words, just as she loomed large over the daily comings and goings at his court. Any mention of life in Vienna inevitably included Sophie, the emperor’s closest advisor and the dominant figure in his—and Sisi’s precious little ones’—days. Sisi groaned, balling Franz’s letter in her fist and throwing the paper across the room.

But Sisi reined in her thoughts before they galloped headlong down that dark and disconsolate corridor—that familiar clutch of agony against which she fought so regularly. Valerie. She said the name aloud, as if to banish the demons circling her, as if to soothe herself with its sacred sound. Her darling, her youngest child. The baby safely cocooned in the nursery here at Gödöllő. The baby whose conception had finally compelled Sisi to leave Vienna and her mother-in-law and the whole Imperial Court behind. To come here, to Hungary, where she might at last be free of Sophie’s authority and be allowed to raise at least one child as her own, to pour out all of the denied maternal longings with which her soul had throbbed.

“Are we finished? I long to hold my Valerie.” Sisi fidgeted in her chair, eyeing the imperial hairdresser, Franziska Feifalik, in the mirror as the woman arranged the finishing touches on Sisi’s braided hairstyle. Yet another thing that was more pleasant about her life here away from court: Sisi could wear her famous ankle-length hair in loose braids with crowns of wildflowers instead of the formal hairdos and heavy, jewel-encrusted diadems she wore at court and events of state. Hairdos that inevitably caused a headache by the end of the evening.

“Just one more moment, Empress.” Franziska wove one last thread of wildflowers through Sisi’s chestnut curls, her fingers skillful and quick. “Et voilà, done! Another masterpiece, if I say so myself.”

Sisi rose from her seat and crossed to the wardrobe, where she selected a tight-fitting gown of cream-colored satin trimmed with gold-stitched flowers. She covered her neck and ears and wrists with pearls to match the dress and the fragrant white petals in her hair. As her ladies buzzed around her, fastening buttons and adjusting the folds of lush fabric, Sisi nodded at her reflection in the mirror, satisfied. “Good,” she said, “I believe we are done here.” She could all but hear the collective sigh of relief from her three attendants in the room: Franziska, the Polish hairdresser; Ida, her Hungarian attendant; and Marie Festetics, the Hungarian countess and longtime member of Sisi’s personal retinue. Not one person in the Austrian empress’s inner circle was Austrian. Just the way Sisi wanted it.

“A bit overdressed for the nursery, but perhaps darling Valerie will enjoy these splendid pearls.” Sisi smiled as she turned from side to side, scrutinizing her appearance one final time before the full-length mirror. She was always exacting when it came to her dress and hair. She hadn’t garnered her reputation as “the most beautiful woman alive”—even more beautiful than that French enchantress, Empress Eugénie—by being careless. But tonight it was even more important than usual, for tonight Andrássy would be joining her at dinner.
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And now it was Sisi’s favorite hour of the day. “Is everything as it should be?” Sisi swept into the bright nursery, its walls painted a cheerful blue, a shade that she herself had selected, free of her mother-in-law’s unsolicited opinions. Sisi crossed straight to the bassinet and lifted the baby into her arms, breathing in Valerie’s powdery, milky fragrance. She covered Valerie’s cheeks with kisses. The baby answered with a soft, rolling coo, and Sisi pulled her even closer, overwhelmed by a fresh wave of bottomless, intoxicating love for the little girl.

“Indeed, Empress, the archduchess is pink and merry today.” The governess was a soft-spoken British girl by the name of Mary Throckmorton. Even-tempered and unexcitable, Miss Throckmorton was the opposite of Sisi, who was tempted to respond to every gurgle and whinny from the baby with the utmost alarm and solicitousness.

“Her crying has ceased? And she’s eaten enough?” Sisi asked, shifting the baby in her arms so that her eyes might take in every inch of Valerie’s plump, rosy flesh. Just perfect, her little girl was. Her own little angel.

“I believe her crying was due to this,” Miss Throckmorton said, leaning forward. With skilled hands, she pulled Valerie’s tiny lips apart and revealed a lone white tooth.

“Her first tooth,” Sisi gasped, placing a fresh round of kisses on the baby’s cheeks. “Oh, my darling girl! My most precious angel! Growing up so quickly. Already cutting her teeth! Oh, the poor little lamb. Miss Throckmorton, you are to provide the archduchess with any comfort she requires during this time that she is cutting her teeth. Do you understand?”

“Of course, Empress,” the governess replied, her tone remaining even.

“My girl!” Sisi said, her own voice humming with maternal pride.

In response, Valerie let out another coo, her chubby hand reaching for her mother’s face. Sisi sat with the baby on the nursery floor. There they played, the two of them so absorbed in each other that it was difficult to say which was more enamored. Valerie was dazzled by the spectacle of her mother’s glossy waves, the shine of her pearls, her wide and constant smiles. And Sisi was besotted, delighted by every single detail of her darling daughter. Her “only child,” as Sisi often described Valerie when speaking to Ida and Marie Festetics. The sole recipient of the outpouring of the natural mother-love that, for years, had been stifled within her, drying up like the milk that she had never been allowed to feed to her first little loves.

Of course Sisi still felt love for Gisela and Rudy as well. And of course she had loved her darling firstborn, the Princess Sophie, who had died of a fever while still a toddler. A part of Sisi had never recovered from that blow. But it was simply that, with the other two children installed back in the imperial nursery in Vienna, Sisi had never been allowed to form any meaningful sort of bond with them. They had never been allowed to suckle at her breast or take comfort in her arms, to know her as a mother, and she had never been allowed to cherish them as she had longed to. Her visits to the imperial nursery, when sanctioned by her mother-in-law, had always been quick and dictated by protocol. Accompanied by Archduchess Sophie’s ministers and attendants and overseen by Sophie herself. Visits filled with critiques and censures and thinly veiled reminders of Sisi’s inadequacy. Sisi knew what Sophie had said at their births; she’d heard the whispers, the reports of her mother-in-law’s scorn. Of course Sisi should not raise the children—why, she is only a child herself! And with their natural preference tending, after a time, to their grandmother, Sisi’s children had filled her heart as much with aching anguish as with warm and maternal affection. Until Valerie. Her fourth and final babe. A surprise, an unexpected gift of grace, and Sisi’s chance, at last, to be Mamma.

—

After putting Valerie to bed, ensuring that she would be neither too warm nor too chilly in her sleep, Sisi left the nursery and made her way with Countess Marie and Ida to dinner.

It was as she descended the stairway, her heart still aglow from the visit with Valerie, that Sisi spotted the tall silhouette in the front hall, a figure darkened just slightly by shadow where the candlelight did not quite reach. Sisi paused, midstep, taking a moment to gather her composure. It was either that or fly down the stairs and into his arms—a response that would hardly be appropriate.

Andrássy must have heard Sisi’s descent, because he turned in that moment, his dark-eyed gaze landing squarely on her. “My queen.” He strode across the hall toward the bottom step. He always used her Hungarian title of “queen” rather than the Austrian one of “empress.” She belonged to his land, to his people. She loved that.

“Andrássy.”

“Sisi.”

She forced her pace to remain steady as she descended the final steps and glided toward him, yet she was unable to suppress the smile that burst across her face.

“The sight of you dazzles me anew each time.” He extended his hand, taking hers in his grip and lifting it to his lips. So many breaches of protocol, Sisi thought. No one, with the exception of the ladies-in-waiting who dressed her, was permitted to touch her. And certainly no man other than Franz should dare to place a kiss on her hand. But even worse, she wasn’t wearing gloves, so that Andrássy’s lips now touched her bare flesh, that most sacred of imperial surfaces. Oh, how she loved being in Hungary!

“How are you?” He spoke in a low voice, as if they alone occupied the massive hall. Which they might as well have, since Marie and Ida—experts in discretion—had excused themselves into a side conversation.

“I’ve been very well. And now I’m even better.” She beamed at him. “How was your journey from Vienna?”

“Long. But I had something to look forward to.” His eyes held hers a moment too long before traveling down to her gown, her waist, taking in her whole appearance. He smiled approvingly, and she felt a warm flush travel from the base of her spine up to her cheeks.

And then, because he knew her heart so well, his next question followed quickly: “And how is Valerie?”

Sisi couldn’t help but grin even more broadly now. “I’ve just come from the nursery. She has cut her first tooth.”

“Her first tooth already! My, have I been away that long?”

“You’ve been away far too long,” Sisi said, her eyes remaining fixed to his. The very fact of him—his indisputable physical presence after so long away—seeped into her and through her, soothing her, like the cooling balms with which her ladies plied her sore muscles after too much riding, or the fragrant almond oil with which the hairdresser massaged her scalp and tamed her layers of unruly hair. He was here, once more, before her. His mind and his words and the longed-for sight of his tall, striking figure. She breathed out slowly before saying, “I was tempted to use my imperial power to summon you back to me; I didn’t know how much longer I could bear it.”

Andrássy smiled, an open, relaxed look. “Well, now I’m here. And glad of it.” Never mind that the gossipers in Vienna and across Austria whispered that Valerie was his, Andrássy’s child. That people claimed he had given her this home at Gödöllő as a gift from the Hungarian parliament purely so that the two of them might have a haven for their private meetings. Never mind that some called the youngest princess “the Hungarian child” and theorized that of course the mother had chosen to raise the girl in Hungary, as that was the land of her parentage. Both Sisi and Andrássy knew that it was untrue. As did the emperor. Even Valerie’s pale blue eyes and faultless ivory skin attested clearly to Franz’s paternity—they had nothing of the swarthy darkness of Andrássy. But never mind all that, Sisi thought. As long as Franz Joseph wasn’t troubled by the rumors, Sisi did nothing more than laugh at their viciousness and give thanks for the distance between herself and her critics.

“The night is a splendid one, and you would look splendid in it. Shall we?” Andrássy scooped Sisi’s arm into his and escorted her through the French doors into the back gardens, where they stepped into the indigo light of Gödöllő’s thickening evening. Behind them, Marie and Ida trailed at a discreet distance.

“Will you stay here?” Sisi asked. Their footsteps landed in unison on the terrace as, from the nearby stables, a horse let out a long, languid whinny.

“I confess I would like nothing more than to stay. But I thought that, to avoid any whisper of scandal, perhaps I should stay in Budapest.”

“No,” Sisi said, her tone decisive. “You’ll tell them you are staying in Budapest. But in fact, you’ll stay here. Oh, at least for a few days?”

Andrássy paused their walk and, his arm still linked with hers, stared sideways at Sisi, deliberating. He cut a tall, fine figure in his full dinner coat and tails. 

Sisi sighed. “Let them whisper. Let them gossip. I want you here.”

Andrássy still looked at her appraisingly. 

Sisi forced herself to keep her breath steady, noting how his dark eyes caused her insides to thrash about. “Besides,” she said, “it’s not the people in Budapest who start the rumors; it’s the Viennese.”

Andrássy resumed their walk. “That is true. The Hungarians would never utter a word against you, their queen. Their Sisi.”

“Or you. Their beloved prime minister.”

Andrássy cocked his head, considering this.

“So you’ll stay.”

Andrássy’s lips spread into a reluctant smile as he acquiesced. “If that is what my queen commands, then who am I to disobey?”

“Good,” Sisi said, turning her smile back toward the garden path before them. She loved that Andrássy let her win on matters close to her heart. Loved that he accounted for and nurtured her feelings with such tenderness. It was something Franz had always been less inclined to do.

“I will confess that I am chastising myself,” Sisi continued. “Thanks to my support back in Vienna, you were made prime minister here in Hungary. And now, due to that very same title, you are forced to go so often to Vienna or to stay walled up in Budapest’s parliamentary chambers while I myself have decamped here.”

“We are quite the star-crossed pair, aren’t we?” Andrássy was deliberately shortening his long stride, allowing her to set a slow, meandering pace.

“I love you for the statesman you are…and yet, I hate it as well.” Sisi sighed. “I suppose I should ask you how Vienna was?”

Andrássy thought a moment before answering. “Your husband’s council has pretty much entirely turned over in recent months. As I’m sure you are aware.”

“You’d be surprised how little I know from Vienna.”

“But you and Franz—er, the emperor—write regularly, don’t you?”

“Oh, he keeps me updated on the children. And all of the inconsequential facts of his daily life—what he ate at the previous day’s supper, what show is being put on at the Court Theater.” Sisi paused, looking out over the darkening grounds, where unseen crickets filled the night with their soft strands of pastoral music. “But Franz has never liked me to speak about anything that goes deeper than courteous small talk, so that most certainly precludes politics. I’ve only ever found him willing to listen to me on one political question: Hungary.”

Andrássy leaned close now, and she caught a whiff of his fragrance, shaving soap and cigar smoke. His lips nearly grazing her ear, he whispered: “Hungary. The cause closest to your heart.”

“Indeed.” She felt his arm grip hers tighter—a gesture so minor that she might have missed it, and yet, there was no missing the jolt that his touch sent rippling through her entire body.

But Andrássy’s voice turned suddenly serious. “And that is precisely why the emperor’s advisory council has seen such a turnover.”

“Because of his willingness to grant Hungary autonomy? Because he signed off on the creation of the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy from the Austrian Empire?”

Andrássy nodded, and Sisi thought about this, eventually shrugging. “A change of blood in Vienna was long overdue. Franz knows that the Austro-Hungarian Compromise was the right thing to do, even if his ministers now protest it. It was the only way to keep Hungary from open rebellion, to preserve the borders of his empire. He didn’t want a civil war across his lands—a war that might well have engulfed all of Europe. Especially so soon after he suffered such a decisive defeat against Prussia and Italy. No, Europe can’t have any more war.”

“He does see that, and he said as much,” Andrássy agreed, his tone still heavy with thought.

“My husband’s ministers are like weeds,” Sisi said. “Mow one down, two more shall pop up in the same place.”

Andrássy paused, angling his body so it tilted toward hers. “Come now, you think so little of me?”

She turned to him, a mischievous smile pulling her lips apart. “You were mine before you were his. You’re different.”

“I should hope so.”

As they resumed walking, Sisi was tempted to ask Andrássy which highborn courtier or vulgar actress her husband’s ministers had found to warm the emperor’s bed these days, but she swallowed that bitter thought. Her time with Andrássy was sacred—she wouldn’t allow the old scars of her broken marriage to seep into this moment. Plus, the days when she had truly cared about all of that had passed. She was no longer the naïve girl Franz Joseph had married; the guileless sixteen-year-old provincial who had confused infatuation for love and promises for deeds. The girl who hadn’t understood how things are done at the Imperial Court and who had been broken when the time had come for her to learn.

Franz couldn’t hurt Sisi now, not like he once could. Her heart, battered by the crushing blows issued first by her mother-in-law, then by her husband, and then by the death of one child and the emotional loss of the other two, had, miraculously, revived in recent years. Somehow, slowly and stubbornly, the heart that Sisi had presumed wasted and ruined had continued to beat. Had developed a layer of scar tissue and had refused to give way. And so she had decided anew to live. On her own terms. And with that decision had come acceptance and a new potency—and freedom. Franz was far away from her now, made so not only by the physical distance she had put between them but also by the shield she had raised for herself; there was nothing that Franz could do to hurt her now.

Besides, their marriage hadn’t had that physical element to it in years—almost a decade, now that she thought about it. Save for that brief reconciliation when she had returned to the imperial marital bed while working with Franz Joseph to forge the Austro-Hungarian Compromise. A fleeting encounter that, miraculously, had given her Valerie, as well as the kingdom of Hungary.

And now Andrássy stood before her, his dark-eyed gaze as soft as black velvet, and glorious evening had fallen over Gödöllő. So Sisi pushed Franz and the years they had spent hurting each other out of her mind. She had wrestled with and found some sort of peace with the fact that Franz had allowed her first three children to be taken from her, making her feel like a broodmare and an outcast in her own court. That her life with Franz had never been theirs, but had always been overcrowded and overstructured, overshadowed by the demands of his role as emperor. That he had neglected her, keeping his emotions closed off from her understanding and never striving to know hers, either. That he had instead sought the company of his generals and his ministers and his mother and other women. That he had wandered from their marriage—but what did any of that matter? For now she herself was the wanderer, wasn’t she?

Andrássy broke into her silent reverie, raising his finger to stroke her forehead. “You look as if you are doing battle.”

“I am.”

“Who is winning?”

She offered half a smile. “I am.”

“Good.” He leaned down and kissed her brow; it was too bold of a move for a place as public as the gardens, but the last light of the day had slipped away, and the seam of darkness had closed in around them.

A sound traveled into the yard through an open window—the laughter of a servant in the kitchens. Andrássy pulled his lips from her brow. “I suppose we should get you in to dinner.”

“I suppose you are right.” Sisi sighed, agreeing. They both turned back toward the palace. “I must warn you, we will be joined by Nicky—Prince Esterházy—at dinner.”

Andrássy groaned, pausing in their walk.

“Well, I didn’t know you would be here,” Sisi said, somewhat amused by his apparent jealousy. “Had you written, I might have made sure that he—”

“I like to surprise you, you know that. The look of delight on your face makes the pain of the separation worth it.”

“Ah, but you came by while I was riding with Nicky, so the surprise was thwarted.”

Andrássy leaned close to whisper now, his words tickling her ear: “Then perhaps I might have to find another way to summon the look of delight to your beautiful face.”

—

Prince Esterházy awaited them in the dining room. He stood expectant and formal, much like his impeccable posture in the saddle. Esterházy, like Andrássy, wore a full coat and tails, and he looked fresh and rosy after a day spent chasing foxes.

“Oh, Queen Elisabeth, you are not alone.” Esterházy’s face sagged, betraying the same frustration that Andrássy had just voiced. “Andrássy,” he said, forcing an upbeat tone even as he clenched his jaw. “Good to see you.”

“And you, Esterházy.” The two men shook hands.

“Have you recently returned from Vienna?”

“Just today,” Andrássy answered.

Esterházy cocked a dark eyebrow. “And you’ve already left Budapest for the queen’s dinner table? Don’t you have business to see to back in the city?”

“What business could be more important than paying my respects to our sovereign and seeking her counsel on my recent trip?”

Esterházy frowned, fiddling with the sleeves of his dinner jacket.

“But I must commend you, Esterházy,” Andrássy continued, his tone one of forced amiability. “It seems that you have taken great care of our queen—I hear you’ve been a most devoted companion while I’ve been away. She’s had no shortage of Hungarian hospitality from you.”

Sisi couldn’t help but chuckle to herself as she took her seat at the center of the table, directing the men to either side of her. She continued to revel in their rivalry throughout dinner as they traded verbal barbs. Nicky’s jealousy came as no surprise: he was a charming, wealthy, attractive nobleman. He had ladies all over Hungary in pursuit of his smiles and his family fortune. The fact that he owned the largest stable of thoroughbreds in the country, and that his estate bordered Gödöllő Palace, had made Prince Nikolaus Esterházy a most pleasant companion for Sisi the past few months. Not to mention that he was perhaps the only rider in the country who could keep up with her, a legendarily skilled horseback rider herself. 

Andrássy seemed taken aback by Nicky’s presumptuousness, by the familiar manner in which he spoke to Ida and Marie, by the amount of time his rival had clearly spent at this dinner table and in the presence of Sisi during his most recent absence. It was cruel of Sisi to do so, and she knew it, but she watched Andrássy frown and fidget throughout dinner with a sense of something akin to relief, if not outright pleasure. Andrássy’s jealousy was the surest sign that his feelings for her had not altered during their separation. That he still longed for her—needed her—with the same yearning that she felt for him. And so, as dinner progressed and the footmen marched out the endless parade of plates and dishes, Sisi sipped her wine and allowed herself to grow tipsy on the meal and the company.

“I presume then, Count Andrássy, that you will be returning to Budapest this evening after supper? To Countess Andrássy?” Esterházy smoked throughout dessert, addressing the footmen by name and calling them over for frequent refills of his wineglass.

“I have asked the prime minister to stay in Gödöllő,” Sisi interjected, sensing that the tension at the table might mount to an undesirable level at this latest remark. Andrássy looked down at his dessert plate, his exhale audible. He hated any mention of his wife, so long estranged from him but still, legally, his spouse. He knew, as did Sisi, that they were both married. That the love that existed between them was wrong—even if it didn’t feel so. He hated for Sisi to be reminded of Countess Andrássy’s existence. Like all burdens, this was yet another one from which he tried to protect Sisi.

“I’ve asked Count Andrássy to stay,” Sisi continued, her voice remaining clear and calm. She scooped herself a taste of her favorite dessert, a violet ice cream made and transported especially for her by one of Budapest’s confectioners. “Only for a few days. I haven’t been back to Vienna in months, and I want a full report.”

Esterházy turned to Sisi now, his lips scowling under his full, dark mustache. All these Hungarian men, Sisi thought, was it a requirement of their upbringing to have these dark mustaches? It made them appear so dashing when they smiled—but so brooding and fearsome when they frowned.

“Now, then.” Sisi sat up tall, shifting the conversation. “Shall it be cards or charades tonight? Or perhaps we should have some music or poetry?”

Following dinner, the group moved to the drawing room for drinks and entertainment, and nighttime in Gödöllő settled into its easy, familiar rhythm. Here, the late hours were passed before a cozy fire, with Ida reading aloud from the Hungarian poet Mihály Vörösmarty or Marie plunking her way through a Franz Liszt sonata on the piano. Everyone was free to come and go, to propose whatever enjoyment they wanted. Shadow and Brave would avail themselves of the patch of carpet at Sisi’s feet. Ida would sit to Sisi’s left with a smile, accommodating and pliant, always willing to do whatever the group—or rather, whatever Sisi—wanted. Meanwhile Marie Festetics, ever solicitous, would buzz around the room, fretting that Sisi sat too close to the open window where she might catch the cold breeze, or wondering aloud if perhaps her seat close to the fire made Her Majesty overly warm. Sisi would smile and assure her lady, “I am perfectly content.”

In Vienna, even the most intimate family gatherings were dictated by centuries of rigid Habsburg tradition and imperial protocol. The most natural of interactions became somehow stilted and uncomfortable—made so by the unceasing need to pay homage to that royal deity, etiquette. Even in the private family sitting room, even when it was just Sisi and the children with Franz and his mother, no one was permitted to speak unless first addressed by the emperor. No one was to sit down to the table without dining gloves on. No one was to rise from a chair until His Majesty rose. No one was to eat once His Majesty had finished eating. The rules were limitless and unyielding, so that all that seemed to pass between the family members were short, meaningless scraps of small talk or polite comments on the day’s happenings.

Here, as hostess, Sisi encouraged the exact opposite ambience. As she nestled into her plush chair now, her glass of sweet tokaji in her ungloved hands, she gave thanks for the tenth time that day that she was far away from the imperial capital. That she was here, where Valerie slept safely in the nursery and the nights were relaxed and merry, full of wine and laughter and candid discussion.

Or at least, where the nights here were usually relaxed and merry. Tonight, things were noticeably tenser. Sensing the possibility of a quarrel should the topic veer toward the personal, Sisi steered the conversation toward politics, relatively safe ground by comparison. It seemed that, however much enmity existed between Esterházy and Andrássy, they could agree on one thing: their dislike of their neighbor to the north. Prussia under Chancellor Bismarck was growing alarmingly strong and increasingly militant. Having already defeated Austria in a war several years earlier, Bismarck now sought to make Franz Joseph his ally. And then, once assured of Vienna’s friendship—or submission—it seemed that the iron fist of Bismarck was poised to strike France, where Emperor Napoleon III was accused of being more preoccupied with his lavish palaces and Empress Eugénie’s sultry figure than the affairs of state. Both Andrássy and Esterházy agreed: if Prussia were to fight and defeat France, it would upset the entire balance of power in Europe.

“But I think the queen and her ladies grow weary of our political talk, Andrássy.” Esterházy, appearing more relaxed than he had at dinner, leaned forward in his chair, fixing his eyes on Sisi. “Come, let’s talk of Your Grace’s favorite topic: riding. Why, we almost had that fox today, didn’t we?”

Sisi couldn’t help but perk up at the memory. “We did! My goodness, Nicky, when you took that final hedgerow at a full gallop, I was sure you were about to be unseated.”

Esterházy erupted into a full-belly laugh, the type of laughter that’s not necessarily the expression of some authentic inner delight but rather seems somehow like gloating. As if the individual laughing wishes for others to see that he has cause to laugh. “Have you so little faith in my skills in the saddle, even after all this time we’ve spent riding together, Queen Elisabeth?”

Sisi handed her glass to Ida for a refill, avoiding Andrássy’s glower. But then, before she could answer, a footman appeared and bowed before the entrance to the room, his gloved hands carrying a silver mail tray.

“Yes?” Sisi sat up in her armchair, lowering her drink to the nearby table. “Come in. What is it?”

The footman bowed once more before approaching Sisi, his eyes angling downward as he proffered the tray carrying a single telegram. Sisi made swift work of opening the message. It was from Gisela—how strange to have had two correspondences from her daughter in the same day. Sisi read the words quickly:


MY ESTEEMED MADAME, YOUR IMPERIAL HIGHNESS STOP HAS YOUR MAJESTY RECEIVED LETTER? STOP REPLY REQUESTED AT ONCE STOP MOST URGENT MATTER STOP HUMBLY AND RESPECTFULLY YOURS, GISELA FULL STOP.


Sisi felt her spine go rigid. The letter—Gisela’s letter. She’d put it away, tucked it into a fold of her dressing gown to be read at a later hour. She had been so eager to get to Valerie, to see Andrássy, she had put it off.

“Your Majesty?” Marie leaned forward.

“What is it? Is everything all right?” Andrássy strode toward where Sisi sat, his dark brows knitting together.

“I’m so sorry, but I must—” Sisi looked back at the telegram in her hands, dazed. When she finally spoke again, it was with a faint voice: “But I must excuse myself. I…I…wish you all a good night.” And with that, Sisi rose from her chair and left the room, her ladies and her two hounds trailing after her.

Upstairs, an unseen servant had tidied while Sisi had been at dinner, arranging the queen’s bed for sleep and replacing her dressing gown into the armoire. Sisi strode briskly across the large room, marching straight for the gown as Marie and Ida ordered more candles lit. Sisi riffled through the folds of fabric until her hands touched on Gisela’s letter, deep in the pocket where she had left it.

Sisi sat at her desk and tore the letter opener along the seam, her eyes landing on her daughter’s elegant, well-trained hand.


To my most esteemed and admirable mother, Her Blessed and Imperial Majesty the Empress Elisabeth of Austria, Apostolic Queen of Hungary:


Sisi could not help but sigh at the salutation; Gisela had always been like her father—dutiful in her formality, toeing Sophie’s line and heeding court protocol so that even a greeting to her own mother became unwieldy and unnatural. Unlike Rudy, Gisela had none of her mother’s sensitivity or imagination. Sisi read on.


Dear Madame,

I pray that this note finds you and my sister, the Archduchess Valerie, in good health. I must also begin with an apology: I wish that the circumstances of my writing were happier, but in fact, this letter carries distressing news.


Sisi’s frame stiffened. What distressing news could Gisela be reporting? She turned back to the paper.


As you may know, my brother, Rudolf, the crown prince of Austria-Hungary, has been for some time under the supervision and tutelage of the military officer Count Leopold Gondrecourt. The count is a stern and exacting man, but those qualities need not be considered negative traits in and of themselves. Be that as it may, not all is as it should be in the relationship between the count and my brother the crown prince.

I have watched for months now with a tortured heart, made ever heavier by what I see happening, but lacking any means with which to address the less-than-favorable situation to which I am witness. I did not know to whom I might confess my burden. Papa dismisses my concerns, and Grandmamma scolds me whenever I raise the topic. But, dear Madame, here it is: Count Gondrecourt subjects my darling younger brother to a whole host of agonies, all in the name of “education.”

I might label what Count Gondrecourt and Papa and Grandmamma call “education” as more akin to torture. And the toll is evident when I look at Rudy, who, the poor dear little soul, is diminishing before my very eyes. (Not that I get to see him often—so seldom is he free of his “lessons.” However, when I do see him, I am so saddened by his ongoing deterioration that I weep for hours.)

I know it is sinful to argue with a parent, and I mean no disrespect to my father, the All-Highest, the most esteemed Imperial and Royal Majesty. Nor to my beloved grandmamma, the admirable lady Archduchess Sophie, who is a paragon of excellence for us all. Be that as it may, I must confess my worries to you. What I see as the sensitivities and charms of Rudolf’s compassionate and gentle nature, my father and grandmamma and Count Gondrecourt view as stumbling blocks in the little boy’s ability to someday assume the role of emperor. The count believes that my brother, a boy of barely ten years, must therefore be subjected to the harshest of drills in order to rid him of what Grandmamma and Papa call his “delicate constitution.”

I’ve known the count to rip my little brother from bed in the middle of a winter’s night and force him to march, barefoot, around the frozen palace grounds. The count takes Rudy to our family’s private zoo, a place intended to delight, but then locks him in the same space as the lions, yelling that the boy must kill the beasts or be killed. He pulls him from bed each day before sunrise and submerges him in tubs of ice-filled water, sometimes convincing the boy that he will be drowned. He shoots pistols right before the crown prince, aiming near to the little boy’s trembling figure. If Rudy cries out in fear or retreats in panic, the count repeats the activity, aiming his weapon even closer.

Dear esteemed Madame, I always try to obey my blessed grandmamma and His Imperial Majesty the Emperor my father, but I am in agony as I watch this go on. I know that you avoid Vienna. I do not understand the reasons, and Papa frowns whenever I ask why you stay away, but I write now to beseech you: please, for the sake of your son, who grows paler and more shrunken every day, please return to Vienna and see for yourself. If you, like Grandmamma and Papa, reach the same conclusion that all of this “education” is an essential part of the process by which my brother—a darling, sensitive little soul—becomes a man fit to serve as emperor, then I will have no choice but to cease my protestations. I will understand that this is simply how things must be done, and I shall willingly submit to the superior wisdom of my elders.

But if you, like me, see these practices and determine that they are cruel and unnecessary, then perhaps you, at last, may be able to put an end to the little boy’s senseless suffering.


I am and shall remain Your Majesty’s most devoted and ever humble,


Gisela


Sisi lowered the letter to the desk, her frame trembling with a noxious mixture of fury and anguish. Each word had struck her anew, a fresh pain worse than the crack of a whip, and yet she forced herself to reread the note a second time and then a third and again until she had absorbed the ghastly words more than a dozen times. The message filled her with new horror with each pass. She dismissed her ladies abruptly, offering no answer to their concerned looks and questions, and she remained before her desk with the hated letter, weeping. She kept trying to find some logic to it, some explanation for these incomprehensible words—but there was none to be had. Imagine torturing a little boy with water cures and terror and physical deprivations!

Sisi pushed herself away from the desk. Still dressed in her formal dinner gown, she left the bedchamber and slipped down her private staircase, the passage that led directly from her suite out into the backyard by the stables.

Sisi knew that she would find him out there. They never met at night, alone, inside the house. He’d never dream of approaching her bedchamber. It was too risky in this house full of servants who might notice or whisper. Esterházy’s estate was just beyond the distant tree line, and another estate nestled beyond that one, and beyond that another, all the way to Budapest. Surely the servants of these country households knew one another, their news and gossip joining together like the links of a necklace until the chain reached the Hungarian capital. From there, it was an easy leap to Vienna.

But out here, under the expansive stretch of black sky, with no streetlamps or lights of any kind other than the brilliant scramble of stars overhead, Sisi knew of a secret space, removed from the household’s witnessing or judgment. It might look ordinary enough: an alley of red chestnut trees leading to a grove of dogwood saplings, their leafy boughs heavy and shimmering in the moonlight. They were tucked in behind the stables, close to where Sisi’s twenty-six hunting horses slept, and at a safe distance from the palace. Both she and he knew of this place as a refuge.

And now, on this night, she fled there, like some haunting apparition seeking the soul that might deliver her, might console her after the torture of the words she’d just read from Vienna.

She heard his voice before she detected the shadowed outline of his tall figure. “Sisi.”

Her whole body went slack as she exhaled. “Andrássy.” The sound of her own voice surprised her, how breathless and raspy it was—full of despair and desperation. His body was before hers, and he found her in the dark. She surrendered into his arms as he leaned forward to kiss her.

“Oh, my darling.” Taking her chin in his hands, he angled her gaze upward so that the faint glow of moon and starlight illuminated their faces. “What caused you to run away so quickly? What’s the matter?”

She didn’t answer, but rather slipped the letter into his hands. He pulled a match, usually used for his cigars, from the pocket of his trousers and read the note by its flickering glow. Sisi stood silently. A spear of moonlight slid back and forth across Andrássy’s face as the leaves overhead quivered in the soft breeze. Sisi watched his expression darken as the meaning of Gisela’s words took hold.

When he had finished reading, Andrássy lowered the paper and stood before her, wordless. Other than a stifled groan at the back of his throat, he made no noise, but simply began pacing, his long stride quickly crossing the small space lined by dogwood and red chestnut trees. His silence, Sisi suspected, indicated an ire more potent than had he railed and cursed. At last he paused and turned to her and spoke, his tone low and resolute. “You must go back.”

Sisi felt her throat and neck tighten, and she swallowed rather than reply. It was what she had expected him to say.

“You must return to Vienna.” He turned and punched his fist into the nearest sapling, and Sisi saw his frame go rigid with fury. “This can’t go on. Such treatment of the crown prince? A small boy? No.”

Sisi took the letter from his hand, her eyes falling on the ghastly words, and fresh tears hurled themselves from her eyes. She had barely stopped weeping since first reading her daughter’s account. She lowered the letter, shutting her eyes to its horrifying message. To the fact that she, as a mother, had utterly failed her son. She shifted from one foot to the other, her body overly warm and covered in a slick of perspiration even though the late-summer evening had turned cool. “But what can I do, once I’m back there?” She looked to Andrássy. “I tried and failed for years to stand up to Franz and his mother. I’ve never once succeeded. I have no influence at court.”

“That’s not true, Sisi.” Andrássy paced the small clearing again, his footsteps landing heavily on the soft earth.

The yard smelled fragrant with the aromas Sisi loved: the nearby horses, the damp earth, the grass and wildflowers, but tonight she found such ripeness overpowering and repulsive. She blinked, trying to make some order of her thoughts. “Gisela writes that she has tried to reason with them,” Sisi said. “How can I possibly hope to prevail where she has failed?”

“You are stronger than you think,” Andrássy said. “Why, look at you here. You are here because you stood up to them. You won the Hungarian nation for them and then claimed Valerie as your own.”

That final point made her head feel fuzzy, and Sisi steadied herself on a nearby sapling. Valerie! “What if I go back and she takes Valerie from me?” The words of her question quivered as they came out. “No, I can’t risk that. The only way to keep my child is to keep her away from Sophie.”

Andrássy shook his head. “You won’t let that happen. You are stronger now.”

“But how can I know that? How can I protect myself? I never could before—”

“Because you are stronger than you’ve ever been. Don’t you see that?”

“How can you say that, Andrássy?” She was only strong because she was far enough away to be invulnerable.

“You are stronger now because you have the one thing that the emperor wants more than anything else.” Andrássy paused his steps and ran his hands through his dark waves, setting them into further disarray. “You have the means to grant him or deny him his most sacred wish.”

Sisi looked at Andrássy, frowning in confusion.

“The one thing he wants most,” Andrássy said.

“What…what is that?”

Andrássy crossed his arms, sighing audibly before he answered. “You.” With that he collapsed into the tree opposite where Sisi stood, its trunk supporting the weight of his tall frame. “Franz Joseph wants you. The emperor wants his wife back. It’s a constant source of embarrassment for him that you’ve left him. But more than embarrassment, it causes him pain. He misses you, Sisi.”

Sisi considered these words, offering no reply.

“It is so plain for all to see,” Andrássy continued, his tone like that of a tortured confessor. “Your portrait hangs in every single room of his. It’s the first thing he sees over his bed each morning, the last thing he stares upon before shutting his eyes at night. And that one portrait you sat
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