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A Note on the Nobility

Titles can be confusing. Here’s a short primer:


His Imperial Majesty: Emperor Joseph was Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, a loose coalition of German states and principalities. It had taken considerable maneuvering on the part of the Emperor’s mother, Maria Theresa, to ensure the Habsburgs retained control of this title, which was coveted more as a status symbol than for any real power it conferred upon its holder.


Her Majesty: Empress Maria Theresa, ruler of Austria and the Habsburg hereditary lands. For political reasons, the Empress had refused to be crowned empress of the Holy Roman Empire along with her husband, Francis I. She appointed her son, Joseph, co-regent of the Habsburg lands when Francis died.


His Imperial Highness: The title accorded to all Archdukes of the Habsburg family. In this novel, it refers to Archduke Ferdinand Karl.


His Grace: Leopold, technically also an Archduke, was Grand Duke of Tuscany. He succeeded Emperor Joseph in 1790, reigning for only two years before he died and was succeeded by his son, Francis II.


His Royal Highness: The Duke of Modena insisted upon being addressed thus.


Her Ladyship: Maria Beatrice D’Este, daughter of the Duke of Modena, and the bride of Archduke Ferdinand Karl.


His Serene Highness: Prince Nikolaus Esterházy was Prince of the Holy Roman Empire. The Prince is a recurring character in the Joseph Haydn series.


Her Serene Highness: Prince Nikolaus’s wife, Marie Elisabeth. She plays a supporting role in Aria to Death, the second Joseph Haydn Mystery.
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Chapter One

Was it time to call for Archduke Ferdinand Karl? Joseph Haydn plucked his gold timepiece out of the pocket of the baggy Pierrot costume the musicians were to wear for the morning’s entertainment.

He had barely bent his head to glance at the watch when the rapid drumbeat of approaching footsteps assailed his ears.

Startled, the Kapellmeister raised his head in time to see the tall figure of Leopold, Grand Duke of Tuscany, storming into the antechamber where he sat, waiting for the Archduke.

“Your Grace?” Haydn rose. Why was the Grand Duke here? He had supposed His Grace to be with Prince Nikolaus, Haydn’s employer, ready to sail across the Neusiedlersee to receive the bridal party.

“Ah, Haydn. There you are.” The Grand Duke rearranged his stern features into a smile. He inclined his head toward the Archduke’s door. “Where is my brother? The bride and her father will soon be here. Is he within?”

“Attending to his correspondence, I believe,” Haydn replied with a nod. So the Archduke’s valet had loftily informed him when Haydn had knocked on the door fifteen minutes ago to summon His Imperial Highness to the festivities planned for his bride-to-be.

“His Imperial Highness will be ready no sooner than a quarter to the hour,” the valet had said imperiously.

“B-b—” Haydn had begun to protest only to have the door firmly closed in his face.

The bride and her father would arrive at nine, the hour at which Haydn himself was to conduct the music for her reception. He could ill afford to stand around waiting. But he’d been given no choice.

The Grand Duke’s lips tightened. “Ferdinand’s correspondence—such as it is—can wait.”

The Archduke was a notoriously slow writer. So slow that rumor had it an opera in Prague had been delayed two hours while His Imperial Highness dealt with his letters. But it was likely not the speed—or lack thereof—of his brother’s writing that was causing the Grand Duke’s current anxiety.

Eszterháza, a remote outpost in Hungary, was as far from any kind of temptation as it was from Vienna—and civilization. Nevertheless, the mail coach delivered letters to this remote place. It was quite possible to carry on a clandestine correspondence wholly undetected.

Haydn had worried about the possibility as well. But even though he’d been charged—by the Emperor, no less—with the Archduke’s well-being, it was not his place to demand to see the Archduke’s letters.

His Grace strode toward the door and hammered his fist upon it. As before, the valet appeared at the door, an annoyed frown on his face.

“His Imperial Highness—” he began, his nose in the air, only to be cut short by the Grand Duke.

“Stand aside, man! I am his brother.” Beckoning Haydn to follow him, the Grand Duke pushed his way in. Then, turning to the valet, His Grace dismissed him with an airy flick of his fingers.

“Leopold!” The Archduke rose hurriedly from his writing desk. Papers were strewn on it, and crumpled sheets littered the black lacquer wastebasket in the corner. “There was no need to barge into my room. I was on my way.”

A slim young man, the Archduke bore a startling resemblance to his oldest brother, Emperor Joseph. They had the same light blue eyes—although the Archduke’s eyes had not the coldness and cynicism that habitually marked the Emperor’s gaze.

At this moment, they were blazing defiantly at the Grand Duke. Seeing Haydn, however, the Archduke acknowledged him with a curt nod and smile.

“I’m glad to hear you were.” The Grand Duke cast an appraising eye over his younger sibling’s richly embroidered beige coat and the black trousers with a band of gold and orange encircling the bottom edge. “You look presentable enough,” he commented, leading the way to the door. “You are finished with your letters, I trust.”

“Oh, never fear, brother.” A glint of amusement and determination sparkled in the young Archduke’s eyes. “It is all taken care of.”

What had been taken care of, Haydn wondered as he waited for the Archduke to go on ahead of him. They were at the threshold when he noticed a crumpled piece of paper fall from the Archduke’s tightly closed fists. He was about to retrieve it, but the Archduke adroitly maneuvered him out of the door, and closed it.

“Leave it! Surely one of the servants can pick it up. I gather we have no time to waste.”

Haydn hesitated. He had the distinct impression he’d been deliberately prevented from looking at the missive. Was the Archduke carrying on a cloak-and-dagger correspondence with the paramour he’d been separated from?

He looked to the Grand Duke for direction.

But although His Grace frowned, he didn’t admonish his brother for his slovenliness. Nor did he appear to think anything else was amiss.

“No, we don’t,” he simply agreed and hurried down the hallway.

Haydn pursed his lips. Should they have stayed behind to examine the note, whatever it was? What if the Archduke was planning some kind of escapade, some way of avoiding the inevitable nuptials?

The embarrassment such an incident would afford to His Imperial Highness’s mother, Empress Maria Theresa, and to Haydn’s own employer, Prince Nikolaus Esterházy—who’d offered to host the betrothed couple’s first meeting—was not to be thought of.
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Haydn was still pondering the situation when they stepped out into the strong sunlight of a late summer day. It was beautiful—even here in Eszterháza where mosquitoes and fever abounded, it was a lovely day.

Roses in varying shades of delicate pink lined their way, their sweet aroma scenting the pleasant breeze that playfully encircled them.

Down below, the enormous swan boats that would convey the Archduke to his bride could be seen, moored firmly to the shore. The floating island—decorated with flowering bushes and palm trees—where the musicians would be stationed strained at its ropes.

The Grand Duke surveyed the scene with an approving smile.

“The bride will find much to please her here,” he said, turning to Haydn. “Esterházy has outdone himself.”

“Let us hope she finds the groom just as pleasing,” the Archduke remarked as they hastened toward the grassy bank where the entire village was gathered. His tone was bitter. “Did you know, Haydn”—His Imperial Highness turned toward the Kapellmeister—“that she has sworn to become a nun if she doesn’t find in me a suitable mate?”

That the bride had made some stipulations, Haydn had known, but what exactly she had demanded, he hadn’t until now been aware. He was about to assure the young Archduke that Maria Beatrice D’Este, heiress to four states, was certain to find him pleasing, but His Imperial Highness went on without waiting for a reply.

“She wrote to Mother telling her so. Would you believe it, Haydn?” It took Haydn by surprise that a chit of a girl—how old was she? About twenty-one?—should have undertaken to write thus to the Empress, her future mother-in-law. But no doubt as heiress to four states, she had some claim. “And what must Mother do, but jump to her demands.”

“She will find all to her satisfaction, no doubt,” Haydn murmured soothingly. He had no desire to get drawn into petty matters of state. He was a musician, not a statesman.

“She had better, or you’ll be taking Holy Orders, Ferdinand,” the Grand Duke warned his younger brother. The grassy slope was steep here, and His Grace sounded breathless as he hurtled down it.

“I thought being a younger son released one from the burden of ruling,” the Archduke retorted, his nimble steps taking the incline more gracefully than his brother. “Isn’t that what Mother told Max?”

“It doesn’t relieve one from every duty,” his older brother remarked sharply. He glanced over his shoulder at his brother. “As the youngest, Max is destined for the church. Is that where you wish to go too?”

“No!” The Archduke shuddered, and Haydn, bounding down the incline behind him, shuddered along with him. There was a time when his parents had strongly desired that Haydn enter the church. He had managed to persuade them that the strict regimen and celibacy involved were not for him.

But at least he’d been given a choice in the matter. And no one had suggested he take a wife at that age! Heaven preserve him, His Imperial Highness was barely seventeen—little more than a lad.

Yet his destiny was set, his choices limited to marrying a woman he’d never met—and who was making demands before she’d even wed the groom—or entering the church.

As for Archduke Maximilian, the Empress’s youngest—he appeared to have even less say in his future. Haydn fervently thanked the Lord he’d been born to a poor wheelwright and his wife, a cook, rather than in a palace. Far better to be poor and free than to be a prince only to have one’s entire existence arranged at another’s whim.

He felt a reluctant sympathy for the young lad. He himself might have been tempted to cut loose. Would certainly have cut loose, he reflected with chagrin, recalling the small revenge he’d exacted on Kapellmeister Reutter as a young choirboy.

Expelled for cutting off a fellow choirboy’s pigtail, Haydn had slyly exchanged the musical setting of the Kyrie for the Gloria in a mass to be sung before the Empress. The singers had stumbled through the mass, scrambling to fit the words to the music.

Haydn’s mouth twitched. The memory of Reutter’s subsequent embarrassment had warmed many a cold, wintry Viennese night for him.

His life in those days had been a constant struggle. But it had all been worth it—the intense hunger, the bone-shaking cold, the dire poverty. Unlike the Archduke, Haydn had possessed a dream no one could deprive him of.

“I trust Your Imperial Highness will enjoy the music,” Haydn now said, attempting to divert the young man from the burden he must endure—and from any shenanigans he might have planned to escape it.

The cobblestone path flattened out, meandering through the thick grass down to the edge of the lake.

“Signora Pacelli will be singing some of the Italian madrigals Your Imperial Highness selected.” The Archduke fortunately took a keen interest in music. It was the only aspect of the entertainment that had sparked his attention.

But if Haydn thought mention of the prima donna would raise the Archduke’s stormy spirits, he was mistaken.

“Signora Pacelli, Signora Pacelli.” The Archduke waved an imperious hand through the air. “Have you no other singer but her? One tires of her voice.”

Tires of her voice! Haydn repeated the words incredulously to himself.  His prima donna had a breathtaking range of both emotion and tone. How could any connoisseur of music tire of the incomparable Lucia Pacelli’s voice?

Even the Grand Duke seemed surprised. “Since when have you tired of her voice, Ferdinand?”

It was but the other day that the Archduke had gushed his praises of it.

The Archduke shrugged, his blue eyes colder than Haydn had ever seen them before, his lips a thin, tight line. He looked more than ever like his oldest brother, the Emperor.

“It palls—like everything else. Where is my boat, Haydn?”





Chapter Two

“You are barely on time, Herr Kapellmeister!” Peter von Rahier’s angry hiss startled Haydn into dropping the rope around the long, curving swan neck that formed the prow of the Archduke’s boat

His Imperial Highness was fortunately already in the boat, for it immediately glided away from the shore.

“Herr Rahier!” Curbing his irritation, Haydn spun around, bumping into the white suit trimmed with gold that covered the Estates Director’s tall, elegant figure. Rahier had always tended to treat him like a subordinate—assuming a position of authority he did not in actuality possess.

But it would not do to air these petty concerns before their imperial guests.

“Guten Mor—” he began.

But the Estates Director ignored Haydn’s attempt at a greeting.

“What were you thinking?” he fumed on, apparently unaware of the Grand Duke’s presence. “Your tardiness—”

“Is not his fault,” the Grand Duke interrupted the Estates Director’s tirade. “And we’ll be later still,” he went on, as a trumpet sounded in the distance, announcing the imminent arrival of the bridal barge, “if we have to listen to your recriminations.”

“Your Grace.” Rahier wiped the ire off his face, replacing it with an unctuous smile. “Let me hail your boat for you.” Turning toward the water, Rahier flicked his fingers peremptorily, gesturing the waiting boat forward.

“Call the floating island to the shore as well,” His Grace commanded, stepping over the enormous white swan wing that formed the side of his boat. “Haydn here needs to get on board.”

Beckoned onward, swan-shaped boats tugged the island into position. An oarsman in traditional Hungarian garb—wide-legged black trousers that flared out toward the ankles and a white linen shirt—moored it to the post set deep into the grassy bank.

A second trumpet blared as Haydn gripped the bow his Konzertmeister, Luigi Tomasini, held out to him and climbed onto the floating island.

“It’s just as well you appeared when you did, Joseph,” Luigi said to him in a low voice. “Rahier has been sniffing around us all morning.” Turning to the shore, he called aloud to the Estates Director who was still staring at them disapprovingly. “We are all here and accounted for, as you can see, Herr Rahier. May we leave?”

His mocking tone must have further angered the Estates Director. For, determined to assert himself, Rahier let his sharp blue eyes rove over the performers arranged by the bushes and palms of the floating island.

“I don’t see Miss Lidia,” he sniffed. “Where might she be?”

“Her services are not needed this morning,” Haydn replied. “Although that is none of your concern,” he couldn’t resist pointing out. “She is with Paolo.”

He tipped his chin toward the shore where the tall English soprano could be seen helping a frail man—Lucia Pacelli’s husband—down the grassy embankment.

Rahier’s lips tightened as he gazed at Paolo Pacelli’s ill-fitting Pierrot costume. Why Paolo insisted upon receiving his livery and wearing it, Haydn would never understand. But for Lucia’s sake, he humored the cranky older man.

Rahier sniffed again. “Another useless member of your orchestra who does nothing to earn his keep. But your prima donna must be kept happy at all costs, I suppose.”

Haydn ignored the snide insinuation—although truth be told he’d done his soprano far more favors than she deserved. He gave her a quick glance.

Looking pale and uneasy, the beautiful Lucia clung to a palm tree. A moment later, the spasm of pain on her features passed and she straightened up again.

Seeing Haydn looking her way, Lucia smiled. “I am all right, Joseph. It is just the infernal swaying and bobbing of our platform that plays havoc with my insides.”

A surge of anger swept through Haydn. His prima donna frequently forgot herself in private, addressing him by his given name. He didn’t usually mind, although it was a bitter reminder of a single, almost fatal indiscretion. But to do so in public, before the other performers and the Estates Director—who’d just hinted at a clandestine relationship between them—was unforgivable.

Had she been similarly over-familiar with the Archduke? Was that why His Imperial Highness had suddenly sworn off her?

His lips stretched into a tight smile. “It is no matter, Signora Pacelli,” he said, deliberately formal. “Since you are not well, Fräulein Leon can take the madrigals today.”

It satisfied him to see Lucia’s mouth drop open as her young rival, Narcissa Leon, pushed her way forward and smiled broadly all around.

Luigi seemed stunned as well. “Are you sure that is wise, Joseph?” he whispered with an anxious glance at the Archduke’s boat.

“I have no doubt about it,” Haydn assured him. “His Imperial Highness claims to tire of her voice. A fresh, young talent will revive his jaded appetite.”

“Very well.” Luigi subsided, bringing his violin up to his chin in readiness. But the expression on the Konzertmeister’s features remained skeptical, and he looked around, undoubtedly in search of Haydn’s younger brother.

Johann Evangelist could always be counted on to sway Haydn’s mind, and had he been on the island, he may well have prevailed. But Johann was fortunately in the opera house with the other singers, preparing for the premiere of their opera buffa that evening.
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“Hey, du!”

The peremptory tone caught palace maid Rosalie Heindl’s attention. She spun around, one hand still on the cleaning cart she was wheeling out of Princess Marie Elisabeth’s room.

Her lips tightened when she saw who it was.

“Yes, what is it?” She put her hand on her hip and balefully regarded the Archduke’s valet. He was a skinny runt of a boy with a thin face, a narrow forehead, and gleaming strands of dark hair combed stiffly back over his head.

How dare he hail her like that! She might be a common servant, but so was he.

“His Imperial Highness wishes his room to be cleaned. You’d better get to it. Swiftly,” the valet added, his eye roving up and down her form contemptuously. In years, he was no older than his master—barely a lad of seventeen or so.

Rosalie would’ve dearly liked to box the pimply-faced lad’s ears, but his master was a guest in the Esterházy Palace. She’d only get herself in trouble if she picked a fight with His Imperial Highness’s servant.

“Very well.” Rosalie tamped down her indignation. Cleaning guest rooms wasn’t part of her job. She’d only taken on the additional chore—like all the other palace maids—because they were short-staffed.

She was about to trundle the cart back to the servant’s hall when the young valet spoke again.

“I am hungry. I wish to eat.”

“Then take yourself to the kitchen.” Rosalie hadn’t heard Clara Schwann—lady’s maid to the Princess—step out of Her Serene Highness’s suite. “It’s what all the other servants do.”

Arms folded across her chest, the lady’s maid regarded the valet, whose eyes widened as Frau Schwann continued: “You’ve been here long enough to know where that is, haven’t you, boy?”

“Err-yes.” The valet hurried to the door the lady’s maid was pointing to.

“You mustn’t let a young pipsqueak like that order you about, my dear.” Frau Schwann turned to Rosalie after the valet had left. “Put them in their place—the sooner the better, I say.”

“Yes, Frau Schwann.” Rosalie nodded obediently. But it was easy for Frau Schwann to say, she thought. A middle-aged plump woman with graying hair, she’d served as Princess Marie Elisabeth’s lady’s maid ever since Her Serene Highness had arrived at the palace as a young bride.

Naturally, she carried an easy air of authority. Rosalie had only occupied her current position—Principal Maid to the Musicians—for six months. She wasn’t accustomed to lording it over other servants. Neither was Greta, her fellow servant. But Frau Schwann was right; they’d both better get used to it.

Rosalie bent toward her cleaning cart, about to wheel it back into the cleaning closet—she could hardly take it upstairs where the Archduke’s suite was—but Frau Schwann gently pushed her aside.

“Let me take that back for you.” She sighed heavily. “If His Serene Highness had any sense, he’d hire more servants. God knows, we need them. But until the Princess can prevail upon him to do so, we’ll just have to help each other. Here, you get whatever supplies you need and go upstairs.”

“Thank you, Frau Schwann!” Rosalie bobbed her head gratefully, picked up a broom, dustpan, and the basket in which she was collecting paper for Greta, and ran up the stairs.

The Archduke’s suite was a mess. The coverlet was half on the bed, the other half trailing on the parquet floor. Pens were strewn on the small nightstand by the bed and books lay scattered on the floor next to it.

Sighing, Rosalie set about putting the room to rights. There were wine stains on the carpet—the Archduke had been drinking in bed. Empty bottles were under it. Couldn’t his valet have taken those to the kitchen?

Well, there was nothing she could do about the carpet. It would have to be replaced with a fresh one, and she had no time for that now. She dabbed at the crimson stains tarnishing the white areas as best she could. Fortunately, they blended in with the pattern of roses on the black and white background.

The ash stains were worse. Had the Archduke been smoking cigars as well? Rosalie sniffed the air. She thought she detected a whiff of smoke. Well, that was easily remedied. She’d throw open the windows and let some fresh air in while she dusted and cleaned.

The study outside the bedroom was just as much of a mess, with papers spilling out of the wastebasket—and even strewn around the floor by the desk. Good heavens, how hard was it to toss crumpled pieces of paper into a wastebasket?

And if His Imperial Highness missed the basket and couldn’t bring himself to stoop down to pick up his rubbish, couldn’t he get his valet to do it?

What exactly did the valet do to earn his keep, anyway?

She gathered the crumpled piece on the floor and the numerous sheets in the wastebasket and tossed them into her basket. At least there was quite a bit for Greta to sort through. Her friend liked to collect usable sheets of paper discarded by their betters for her sweetheart, Karl— who as court librettist was in constant need of supplies for his stories.

Quickly, she finished her work. Then, putting her basket, broom, and dustpan outside the room, Rosalie cast a quick glance around the suite.

She was about to step out, pulling the door shut as she withdrew, when Ulrike’s cheerful voice startled her.

“Frau Heindl! There you are!”





Chapter Three

“Look at the heap of paper I was able to gather for Fräulein Schmidt.”

Before Rosalie could say anything, Ulrike—a pert, young girl with the face and figure of a china doll—dumped the contents of her basket onto Rosalie’s. But the exuberance with which she overturned her basket made Rosalie’s topple over.

“Oh, no!” Ulrike’s palm flew to her mouth, which had fallen open in dismay. “I’m so sorry Frau Heindl.”

“It’s all right, Ulrike.” Rosalie lowered herself onto the carpeted floor. “Just help me pick these back up. They’ll fit better in the basket if we smooth out the crumpled sheets,” she added, unrolling loosely crushed balls of paper and pressing out the wrinkles.

Some of them had a few lines of writing on them; some had ink blots. Most were usable, Rosalie thought. But she’d let Greta sort through the pile and decide which ones were worth keeping.

Thank heavens, they were nearly done. Working quickly, she straightened out another lightly crushed sheet. The paper was thinner than the rest and her fingers nearly tore a hole in it.

“Be careful, Ulrike! Some of the sheets are thin—”

She’d been idly perusing the lines scrawled on the paper when the full import of what she was reading sank into her mind, and, unable to prevent herself, she uttered a loud gasp.

“Frau Heindl?” Rosalie was aware of Ulrike looking curiously up at her. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” Rosalie hastily replied. “Nothing at all.”

She raised her head, attempting a smile.

Dear God, who could’ve penned these vicious words? Had it come from among the papers Ulrike had collected? Or was it something she herself had picked up?

The note hadn’t been tightly squashed into a ball; it had been lightly rumpled as though tossed in haste. It looked exactly like the scrap she’d found—not above a few minutes ago—lying by the Archduke’s wastebasket.

Had this message—she couldn’t bring herself to look down at it—been intended for His Imperial Highness?

“Are you sure?” Ulrike’s voice broke into her troubled thoughts. “You look as white as a sheet, Frau Heindl!” The young maid’s eyes dropped to the note in Rosalie’s hand

Aware of Ulrike’s avid gaze on her face, Rosalie crumpled the sheet back up and hastily stuffed it into her pocket.

“It’s just that this paper is no good,” she said. “It’s too marked and splotched to be of any use to Karl.”

But as she worked to clean up the mess, Rosalie’s heart continued to beat rapidly and her fingers trembled. How could anything so horrible take place at the Esterházy Palace? It was unbelievable!
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By the time the opening bars of his wedding symphony filled the air, Haydn’s good humor had been restored. He bent and dipped his body in time to its joyous strains—his bow sliding rapidly across his violin strings in unison with Luigi as the peasants clapped and cheered.

Luigi’s hazel eyes crinkled and a smile broke out upon his face. “Look at that, Joseph! They love the music. What a joy that is to see!”

Haydn nodded, smiling as well, as he took in the villagers’ response.

The Hungarian wedding dance he’d decided to incorporate into the first movement of the piece was having its desired effect. On the grassy banks surrounding the lake, colorful skirts twirled, feet tapped, and hips swayed. Spurred on by the onlookers, Narcissa had begun to wave her arms and dance as well.

Even Lucia, although she still clung to a nearby palm tree, was swaying her skirts.

But when the white, red, and gold barge carrying the bride and her father, Ercole III, Duke of Modena and Reggio, sailed into view, Haydn’s gladness quickly evaporated.

Dressed in lacy white with a crown of pale pink flowers upon her dark bronze ringlets, Maria Beatrice D’Este stood stiffly upon the prow, clutching the golden handrail as though her life depended upon it.

No smile played upon her lips. She might have been a stone statue for all the effect the music had on her.

“She looks even more morose than the Archduke did when he arrived,” Luigi whispered to Haydn.

“She might be at a funeral, listening to a dirge, she looks so solemn,” Haydn agreed in dismay. It took an effort not to let his bow falter.

Was the music not to her taste? Haydn pursed his lips. It was too late to change that now. No one had bothered to acquaint him with the lady’s predilections.

Or was it something else?

He discreetly craned his neck, trying to observe the atmosphere on the barge.
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Her hunger forgotten, Rosalie bolted down the wide corridor that ran past the kitchen and the servants’ hall. She wanted to speak with Greta, but her friend would be with the other servants. And the malicious note—it felt like a burning lump of coal in her apron pocket—wasn’t something Rosalie could share with just anybody.

The door to the delivery room—right by the service entrance—caught her eye. She could go in there. It was a sunny room, little used by any of the other servants. Alone, she’d go over the monstrous note one more time and ponder the numerous questions buzzing through her mind.

She barged through the door, shut it firmly behind her, and leaned against it, her eyes closed. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps. She was beginning to calm down when a voice rang out close to her ear.

“Oh, there you are!”

Rosalie couldn’t help herself; she uttered a little shriek as her eyes flew open.

“Greta!” she gasped, turning to where her friend sat at the far end of the long table. “Why didn’t you say something? You gave me such a start.”

Greta—a buxom girl with blond hair pulled neatly into double buns on either side of her head—grinned. “I didn’t hear you come in, silly! It was only when I turned around that I saw you.”

“You’ll never bel—?” Rosalie began

But Greta, peering eagerly at the basket dangling from Rosalie’s wrist, broke in, “That’s a lot of paper. Is that all of it?” Her blue eyes moved toward the door. “Where are Ulrike and the others?”

“In the kitchen, I expect.” Rosalie sighed. Was there no getting Greta’s mind off any matter that didn’t concern Karl? “I said they should have a bite to eat while they can.”

Rosalie pulled herself away from the door. She’d also suggested the maids go out to the lake to catch a glimpse of the bride sailing in. But she knew it wasn’t the whereabouts of the other maids that Greta was curious about.

“Don’t worry. Ulrike gave me the papers she gathered.” Rosalie set her basket on the table with a heavy thump. “And I have Frida’s as well. There’s plenty for Karl—some of it might be wrinkled or stained with ink.”

“Oh, Karl doesn’t mind,” Greta assured her, poking through the basket. “He just needs scraps to scribble short notes about his characters or any idea he comes up with for a story.”

Rosalie sighed. How was she to tell Greta about the note? Her friend seemed oblivious to everything else but the paper.

She watched as Greta withdrew some thick sheets, inspecting them carefully. “Such nice thick paper! Isn’t it?” She glanced up at Rosalie, who stood frozen behind a chair. “Why don’t you sit down? Are you hungry? I brought you some sweet rolls and coffee.”

Greta pushed a tray with the food and a pot of coffee toward Rosalie.

Rosalie pulled out the chair next to Greta, but she wasn’t in the mood for rolls or coffee. Greta was nattering on—something about the paper the musicians had discarded. It was all covered in staves—but maybe Karl could use it.

Finally, Rosalie couldn’t bear it.

“Greta!” she said sharply. “There’s something you need to see.”

“Wha—?” Before Greta could finish her question, Rosalie pulled out the note and placed it before her friend.

Bending her glossy chestnut-colored hair next to Greta’s blond head, Rosalie perused the note a second time. It sent a chill down her spine, the words were so venomous.

Do what needs to be done. Or your shameful secret will be exposed. Have you no thought for the child you’ve fathered—or the poor woman left to bear your sin as well as hers? Don’t think you can get out of this without paying.

It must’ve had the same effect on Greta, for her friend looked up, her blue eyes as round as saucers.

“God have mercy! Who could’ve written that?”
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Haydn fixed his eyes on the barge, watching as His Serene Highness, Prince Nikolaus Esterházy, tried valiantly to engage the bride in conversation. But Maria D’Este, looking stonily out over the placid lake, barely opened her mouth. Her chin was thrust out at a stiff angle, and her mouth was compressed into an adamant line.

It seemed to get thinner every time she had occasion to glance at the voluptuous figure clinging to her father.

“Is that his mistress?” Luigi followed Haydn’s gaze. “I can scarcely believe he brought her.”

“It must be.” Haydn eyed the woman. At least, she appeared to be enjoying his music. “Chiara,” he said, recalling her name.

She was a famed opera singer, although her singing days were long behind her. She was better known now for being the Duke of Modena’s constant companion—the woman with whom the Duke openly snubbed his wife, the Duchess of Massa.

There’d been quite the to-do both in the Esterházy Palace and the Habsburg court when it became known that the bride’s father insisted upon bringing his mistress along to Eszterháza.

The situation had eventually been resolved when the Duchess of Massa, the bride’s mother, hearing of the situation, had declined to come.

“She makes no effort to conform to decency, does she?” Luigi was gazing at the ageing beauty in open fascination. Her scarlet and black dress was entirely inappropriate to the occasion, revealing as it did every curve of her exquisite form and exposing a vast area of golden-brown bosom.

In every respect, Haydn reflected, she contrasted sharply with the bride’s more modest garb and pale colors.

Oblivious to his surroundings, the Duke of Modena had his head bent low to his mistress’s ear, his hand stroking her rump. And every so often Chiara burst into loud, gay laughter, drawing the bride’s contemptuous gaze toward her.

“If the bride’s eyes were daggers, the Duke’s mistress would be dead a thousand times over,” Luigi declared.

“One can hardly blame her. Her father behaves as though he were in his bedchamber.” But what could be done, Haydn wondered, to amend the situation?

In her current mood, Maria Beatrice D’Este seemed determined to disapprove of everything. And that did not bode well for the Archduke’s prospects—or his own, for that matter, should the marriage fail.

Haydn was beginning to have misgivings about his decision to have Narcissa sing the madrigals, but it was too late. The symphony had ended and the orchestra struck up the first madrigal.

The Archduke had just begun ascending the barge when Narcissa’s voice—young, melodious, and clear—rang out. Haydn held his breath, watching the barge and its occupants closely.

To his surprise, Maria Beatrice raised her head and looked for the first time at the floating island. The song, sweet and lilting, seemed to please her. Her lips stretched into a soft smile, and she cordially accepted the bouquet of flowers the Archduke—by this time on board the barge—presented to her.

The Archduke was smiling as well, and the couple waved graciously as they slowly glided toward the floating island. Smiling more broadly—she was quite lovely when she deigned to smile, Haydn thought—Maria Beatrice tossed a pink rose from her bouquet at Narcissa, who deftly caught it.

Haydn sighed in relief. God be thanked, the gamble had played off.

“Bravo, Herr Haydn!” Maria Beatrice called happily. She seemed more relaxed now. The barge sailed past, and she tossed a few more roses at the orchestra—at Haydn, at Luigi, and the other musicians.





Chapter Four

Rosalie regarded the thin sheet of creased paper between Greta’s plump hands. Who had penned those angry words? Greta’s question echoed in her mind.

“I’ve racked my brains,” she said, her violet eyes wide with dismay. “I can’t think of anyone who’d make such a harsh demand.”

She stared at the paper. There was something about it that bothered her as well.

“Where did you find it?” Greta pored over the words again.

“I—” Rosalie’s voice skidded to a stop. “I don’t know.”

Greta’s head shot up. “You don’t know?” She looked down at the note again, mystified, as though it might provide some explanation of what Rosalie meant.

“I-I mean, I’m not entirely sure,” Rosalie faltered. She recounted how she’d come to find the note. “I only wish I’d thought to look more closely at the scrap I found in the Archduke’s room. But I was in a hurry. . .” She shrugged.

But who could’ve imagined she’d turn up something like this? It was unbelievable.

“I doubt it was in one of the musicians’ rooms, though.” Of the three granted rooms in the palace, two were married, and chomping at the bit—like all their colleagues—to return to their wives in Eisenstadt.

“And Albert. . .” That was the Estates Director’s nephew.

“Oh, he’s too scared of Herr Rahier to put a foot out of place,” Greta shook her head, dismissing the idea.

Then there was Jakob Friberth, the tenor newly hired from Vienna. He had no wife either. But he was in his forties, and Rosalie doubted anyone cared whether he kept a mistress or not.

Greta pensively cupped her chin in her hand. “It does make sense that it would be the Archduke.”

His Imperial Highness was the only person with anything to lose.

Their employer’s son, Prince Toni, was already married. As for Prince Antal, their employer’s son-in-law, His Serene Highness would hardly call for his daughter’s marriage to be annulled at this late stage.

The Grand Duke of Tuscany hadn’t even brought his wife with him; there was little likelihood of His Grace being embarrassed.

But the Archduke’s marriage was not a done thing.

“I hardly fancy his chances,” Greta went on, “if this nasty tidbit were to come out.”

It was nasty. Rosalie peered closer. “Do what needs to be done,” she murmured.

“All the lines and creases make it hard to read.” Greta slid the paper closer to her. “And this paper is so thin!” She tried to smooth out the wrinkles in the paper but only succeeded in tearing it.

“Be careful,” Rosalie began to say when the color and quality of the paper caught her eye.

It was thin, with a bluish tinge.

“It’s nothing like the thick creamy paper His Serene Highness provides his guests,” Greta remarked, wrinkling her nose. “It’s as bad—dear God!” She looked up at Rosalie aghast. “Have you noticed—?”

Rosalie nodded. “It’s exactly like the writing paper the maids use.” And the musicians and other hired staff, but that was small consolation.

“Then it’s one of us!” Greta gasped. “Someone who works here—a person we see every day and trust. Trying to extort money from a guest.”

“Or worse.” Rosalie stared at the paper grim-faced. She read the words again.

Do what needs to be done. Or your shameful secret will be exposed. Have you no thought for the child you’ve fathered—or the poor woman left to bear your sin as well as hers? Don’t think you can get out of this without paying.

Could even a woman—seduced and cast aside—sound so bitter and unrelenting?

No, these were the words of someone who meant the Archduke harm; someone who would stop at nothing to avenge herself.

“I don’t think the Archduke should’ve so casually tossed this note aside.”

She turned to Greta. “What if he’s in danger?”

Greta’s jaw dropped open. “Whatever do you mean?”

“That whoever wrote this won’t take too kindly to being ignored.”
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“We’d better tell Herr Haydn.” Greta peered at the wall clock.

Rosalie followed her gaze. The sun was glinting off the tiny face surrounded by colorful shepherdesses and flowers. She could barely see the numbers the gold hands pointed to, but their general position told her what she needed to know.

It would be hours before the Kapellmeister returned.

“We’ll have to wait until he gets back.” Sighing, she glanced down at the creased paper lying on the table between them. “What are we going to do until then?”

“Wait until who gets back?” a cheerful voice behind them boomed, giving both maids a start. Greta shrieked and even Rosalie, usually more contained than her friend, gasped and bit her tongue.

“Gerhard!” Rosalie squeaked, turning around to gape at the tall, muscular man who stood beaming in the doorway. “What are you doing here?”

She hadn’t even heard the door to the service entrance open or the soft click of it being pulled closed. Nor had she heard her husband’s sturdy boots ringing on the stone floor. She kept one hand behind her back, surreptitiously pushing the note toward Greta.

She hoped Greta would understand and stuff the paper into her pocket. If Gerhard suspected they might be looking into yet another crime, she might as well say goodbye to her job—or any freedom she enjoyed. He’d never let her out of his sight!

Gerhard fortunately seemed to notice nothing amiss. Holding aloft a bottle of wine, he stepped into the room. “It’s for the opera tonight. Karl said Fiore would be by to pick it up. But—”

“The boy never showed up, I suppose.” Greta sounded annoyed. Rosalie didn’t blame her. Herr Haydn had agreed to hire Fiore, thinking the boy could help Herr Porta, the opera director, and Karl handle the technical aspects of the performance.

But, as now, somebody else usually found themselves saddled with Fiore’s chores. More often than not, it was Greta’s sweetheart, Karl.

“I have half a mind to tell Herr Porta.” Greta’s hands were on her hips. The note, Rosalie noticed, was fortunately not on the table.

“Now, now, there’s no need to get all worked up over it. I had no great objection to bringing the bottle over myself.” Gerhard’s handsome features broke into a grin as he turned to Rosalie and pulled her into his arms. “How often do I get the opportunity to come by and steal a kiss?”

But it wasn’t the first time Fiore had neglected his chores, and Rosalie said as much after her husband had soundly kissed her lips.

“Mark my words, he’s out at the lake, enjoying the festivities while everyone else has their nose to the grindstone.”

“No, no, lass!” Gerhard shook his head vehemently, his thick chestnut-colored hair falling over his forehead. He impatiently brushed it back with a quick swipe of his large palm. “Most likely the lad didn’t want to show his face at the inn.”

“Why?” It was Rosalie’s turn to be annoyed. “It’s not because he owes you money, is it?” It wouldn’t be the first time, either. And why Gerhard stood for it, she didn’t know.

She drew away from him.

“Now
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