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Chapter 1: The Weight of the Hofburg
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The heavy doors of the Privy Council chamber did not close with a dramatic slam; they clicked shut with a soft, definitive latch that sounded to Maria Theresa like the dropping of an iron gate.

The air inside the room was thick with the scent of stale tallow, damp wool, and the unmistakable, sour musk of old men’s fear. It was unseasonably cold for late October. Outside, the Viennese rain lashed against the high, arched windows of the Hofburg, streaking the glass with grey grime. Inside, the only heat came from a single, sputtering hearth that did little to cut the chill of the cavernous stone room.

Maria Theresa stood at the head of the long oak table, her hand resting instinctively on the swell of her gown. She was twenty-three years old, six months pregnant with her fourth child, and her back ached with a dull, persistent throb that had kept her awake since dawn. Across her shoulders lay the suffocating weight of the black mourning weeds she had worn since her father, Emperor Charles VI, had breathed his last three days prior. The crown of the Holy Roman Empire could not descend to a woman, but the hereditary lands of the Habsburgs—Austria, Hungary, Bohemia, the Netherlands—were now hers. Or, more accurately, they were hers to defend.

"Sit, Your Highness," murmured Chancellor Bartenstein. He did not say Your Majesty. The title felt too vast, too steady for the precarious ledge upon which they all stood.

Bartenstein was seventy, his face a map of dry parchment and faded ink, his eyes perpetually squinting as though looking through a fog. Around him sat the rest of the "Greybeards"—her father’s trusted advisers. Collectively, they represented over two centuries of imperial administration. Individually, they looked like a row of taxidermized owls, blinking in the sudden, harsh light of a new world.

"I prefer to stand," Maria Theresa said. Her voice was clearer than she felt. Inside, her heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs, but she had spent her entire life being watched. She knew how to hold her chin high; she knew how to keep her hands from trembling by anchoring them against the heavy fabric of her skirt.

"As you wish," Bartenstein sighed, sinking back into his high-backed leather chair. He adjusted a stack of ledger books before him with slow, deliberate movements that made Maria Theresa want to scream. "But we must be brief. The reports from the treasury have arrived. I believe it is best we confront the numbers without delay."

"Then let us have them," she said.

Count Kinsky, the Chancellor of Bohemia, cleared his throat, a dry, rattling sound. "The state of the imperial treasury, Archduchess, is... nominal."

"Nominal?" she repeated. "Speak plainly, Count. What is the sum?"

Kinsky looked down at his papers, refusing to meet her gaze. "One hundred thousand florins."

Silence fell over the room, heavy and suffocating. One hundred thousand florins. For an empire that stretched from the Danube to the North Sea, an empire with millions of subjects, a court to maintain, and borders to defend. It was not a treasury; it was a joke. It was the budget of a minor prince, not the master of the House of Austria.

"And the army?" she asked, her voice dropping a register. "My father’s regiments. Where do we stand?"

This time, it was Field Marshal Harrach who spoke, his voice heavy with the defeat of the recent, disastrous wars against the Turks. "On paper, sixty thousand men, Archduchess. In reality? Barely half that number are fit for service. The rest are ghost names on muster rolls, or men without boots, without muskets, scattered across garrisons we cannot afford to supply. The officers have not been paid in nine months. The recruits are deserting by the dozens daily."

"And the harvest is failing," Bartenstein added, almost helpfully, as if piling another stone onto a drowning man. "The rains this autumn have rotted the grain in the fields. Bread riots have already broken out in the suburbs of Vienna. The people are hungry, Archduchess. And hungry people do not pay taxes."

Maria Theresa looked from one face to the next. These were the men her father had relied upon. These were the brilliant minds of the state. Yet, as she scanned the table, she saw only resignation. They were not looking for solutions; they were waiting for the inevitable collapse. They looked at her—young, female, untrained in the art of war or statecraft—and they saw an elegant white flag.

Her father had loved her, of this she had no doubt, but he had loved the idea of a male heir more. He had spent the last fifteen years of his life, and millions of florins in bribes, chasing the Pragmatic Sanction—a piece of parchment signed by the crowned heads of Europe, promising to respect Maria Theresa’s right to inherit his lands. He had bought their signatures. He had believed their oaths.

"The Pragmatic Sanction," she began, her hand tightening on the back of an empty chair. "Great Britain, Russia, France, Prussia, Saxony... they have all signed it. They have sworn before God to uphold my succession."

Kinsky let out a soft, pitying chuckle. It was a patronizing sound that lit a sudden, hot spark of anger in Maria Theresa’s chest.

"Archduchess," Kinsky said softly, "a treaty is only as strong as the army that can enforce it. The kings of Europe did not sign your father's paper out of friendship. They signed it because they were waiting for him to die. Now he is dead. They see a treasury with no gold, an army with no boots, and a young woman on the throne." He paused, his eyes sliding briefly to her pregnant stomach. "They will not keep their word."

"They will carve us up," Harrach muttered, staring gloomily at the cold hearth. "The Elector of Bavaria already claims the crown. The King of Spain wants our Italian lands. The French are whispering to the Saxons. We are a dying stag, and the pack is closing in."

The anger in her chest flared brighter, burning away the cold damp of the room. She felt the child kick within her—a sharp, sudden reminder of the future she was responsible for. This was not just about her; it was about the dynasty. It was about three centuries of Habsburg history, of blood and marriage and empire, being swept away because a group of old men had lost their courage.

"Then we shall fight," she said.

The Greybeards blinked at her. Bartenstein slowly lowered his spectacles.

"Fight, Archduchess?" Bartenstein’s tone was excruciatingly gentle, the way one might speak to a feverish child. "With what? We have no money to pay the troops. We have no generals who remember how to win. To fight is to invite total ruin. We must negotiate. We must offer concessions. Perhaps if we cede some of the Italian territories, or offer terms to Bavaria—"

"No."

The word was not loud, but it cut through Bartenstein’s soft platitudes like a blade. Maria Theresa stepped away from the table, her posture rigid, her blue eyes flashing in the dim light.

"I will not dismember my inheritance before I have even had the chance to govern it," she said, her voice ringing off the stone walls. "My father might have spent his final years begging for your signatures and your compromises, but I am the Sovereign of these lands. I have taken an oath to preserve them. I will not break it to spare the feelings of the Elector of Bavaria or the King of France."

She walked to the high window, looking out over the rain-slicked rooftops of Vienna. Down in the courtyard, a guard stood shivering in the downpour, his grey coat dark with water.

"They think I am weak because I am a woman," she murmured, almost to herself. "They think because I have spent my youth in salons and chapels that I do not know how to hold what is mine. Let them think it. But I tell you this, gentlemen: I will find the money. I will find the men. And if the kings of Europe wish to take my crown, they will have to drag it from my cold, dead hands."

She turned back to face them. The ministers were silent now, staring at her with a new, unsettled expression. The condescension was gone, replaced by a flickering, uncertain awe.

"We meet again tomorrow at dawn," Maria Theresa commanded. "Come with plans for the defence of the borders, not excuses for their surrender. Good day, gentlemen."

She did not wait for their bows. She turned and swept out of the room, the heavy black silk of her train whispering angrily against the cold parquet floor.

But as the doors closed behind her, the adrenaline began to fade, leaving her legs weak and trembling. She leaned against the corridor wall, closing her eyes as she took a deep, shuddering breath. The corridor was silent, save for the distant, rhythmic ticking of a grandfather clock.

A shadow moved at the end of the gallery. Her husband, Francis Stephen, stepped out of the gloom. His handsome face was etched with worry, his wig slightly askew. He had been waiting for her.

"Mitzi," he whispered, using her childhood nickname as he hurried to her side, catching her hands in his warm ones. "How went it? What did they say?"

Maria Theresa looked into her husband’s kind, anxious eyes. She loved him desperately, but she knew Francis was not a warrior. He was a man of business, of gardens and financial ledgers, who preferred the quiet peace of Lorraine to the cutthroat theatre of Vienna.

"They say we are ruined, Franz," she whispered, the mask of the sovereign slipping for just a fraction of a second, revealing the terrified twenty-three-year-old underneath. "They say everyone is going to betray us."

Before Francis could answer, the sharp, hurried clatter of boots echoed down the long gallery. A young court page was running toward them, his face pale, gasping for breath. He held a leather dispatch tube bearing the seal of the imperial embassy in Berlin.

The page slid to a halt, bowing so low his nose nearly touched his knees. "Your... Your Highness. An urgent courier. From Prussia."

Maria Theresa felt a cold dread settle in her stomach. She took the leather tube from the boy's trembling hands.

Frederick of Prussia. The newly crowned king. A young man, only a few years older than herself, who had spent his youth writing poetry and playing the flute. The court gossips called him a dreamer, a delicate soul who shrank from the brutalities of his father's militaristic court.

She broke the wax seal and pulled out the parchment. As her eyes scanned the elegant, sweeping French script, her breath caught in her throat.

"What is it?" Francis asked, leaning in close. "What does the philosopher-king say?"

Maria Theresa looked up from the letter, the paper shaking slightly in her grip.

"He sends his deepest condolences on the death of my father," she whispered, her voice hollow. "And he informs me that thirty thousand Prussian troops have just crossed our northern border into Silesia. He offers us his 'protection'—if we cede the province to him."

The silence that followed was different from the heavy, stagnant quiet of the council room. This was a cold, ringing silence—the kind that exists in the fraction of a second between a lightning flash and the thunder that inevitably follows.

Francis Stephen took the letter from her fingers, his eyes darting across the elegant French prose. "Silesia," he whispered, his voice cracking slightly on the vowels. "He has taken Silesia. Without a declaration? Without even a grievance?"

"He calls it 'safeguarding,'" Maria Theresa said, her voice dangerously calm. "He claims he is entering our lands to protect them from the ambitions of Saxony and Bavaria. He wishes to hold my richest province hostage in exchange for his friendship."

She looked past her husband’s shoulder, her gaze fixing on a portrait of her father hanging on the gallery wall. Charles VI looked back at her from the canvas, swathed in velvet and ermine, holding the Pragmatic Sanction in his hand like a shield. How much gold had he spent to secure the signature of Frederick’s father, the old Soldier-King? How many diplomatic concessions had he surrendered to ensure Berlin’s loyalty?

All of it, reduced to kindling in a single December morning.

"We must summon the Prussian envoy," Francis said quickly, his mind already racing toward the familiar, comfortable territory of diplomatic protocol. "We shall demand an explanation. We will write to London, to St. Petersburg—the British have guaranteed our borders, they will surely—"

"The British will offer us words, Franz," she cut in, her blue eyes turning as cold as the sleet hammering the windows. "And Russia is thousands of miles away, frozen in its own court intrigues. Frederick did not march his grenadiers across our borders to negotiate. He marched because he knew we could not march back."

She turned and began to pace the long gallery, her heavy black skirts swishing like dry leaves against the parquetry. The physical discomfort of her pregnancy, the dull ache in her lower back—all of it was swallowed by a sudden, fierce rush of clarity.

"He thinks he has caught me at a disadvantage," she murmured. "A young woman, swollen with child, surrounded by fearful old men. He thinks I will weep, panic, and sign his treaty just to keep the peace in Vienna."

"Mitzi, look at the reality," Francis pleaded, stepping into her path and gently taking her by the shoulders. "Our garrison in Silesia is minuscule. General Browne has barely three thousand men to defend the entire province. If Frederick has crossed with thirty thousand, Silesia is already lost. We cannot fight him there. Not now."

"Then we shall fight him when we are ready," she snapped, looking up at him. "But we do not yield it. If I hand over Silesia today, Bavaria will demand Bohemia tomorrow, and Spain will take Milan by next spring. If I begin to give away my house stone by stone, I will have nothing left to leave our children but a pile of rubble."

Francis looked down at her, his expression a mixture of profound love and deep, terrifying dread. He knew her stubbornness—it was the famous Habsburg pride, a double-edged sword that had built an empire but had also driven many of her ancestors to ruin.

"And what of the council?" Francis asked softly. "They will urge you to accept. Bartenstein will tell you that a tactical retreat is the only way to save the capital."

"Then Bartenstein can find himself a new sovereign," she said.

She walked back to the young
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