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Overture

The letter filled her with more foreboding than she cared to admit. It had been months since she had recovered from the smallpox that had nearly killed her, but she still felt its effects. Unable to walk more than a few paces before falling into a chair in fatigue. So short of breath, the windows of her apartment were kept open even in the winter.

The thought of facing another intrigue made her chest constrict, as though an iron fist had closed around her lungs, preventing her from taking another breath. She fell back against her pillows and closed her eyes.

What did Frederick want from her now? Most of Silesia was his. It had been by the skin of her teeth that she had saved the Empire for her Francis. And now, Joseph, her son, was Holy Roman Emperor; his brother Leopold’s son to follow after him, God be willing.

She had at least thwarted Frederick in that ambition. The thought made her smile. A gust of the icy Vienna air blew in through the open window, wrapping itself around her neck. It was deathly chill and oddly pleasant against her skin.

What did Frederick want? She would be a fool to think he was content with possessing Silesia. He had set his sights on Poland, but would that be enough to sate his monstrous appetite?

He will never rest until Austria is destroyed. Or the Empire his. 

She opened her eyes, glancing down at the letter again. It appeared to be a friendly overture to bury the hatchet.

“Together Austria and Prussia can lead the world,” the King had written. “England squabbles with France, bringing havoc to Europe. Russia is grown drunken with her might. What hope of peace unless we Germans stand together?”

And that peace, she supposed, would come from dividing Poland. He must think her as greedy as himself if he thought she would agree to such a despicable scheme.

“If it will avoid war, my dear,” she heard her dead Francis whisper in her ear.

“But sometimes war cannot be avoided, Franz,” she argued. “If I had turned away from it all those years ago, the Empire would have been lost. Frederick wanted Silesia—”

“He owns the better part of it now, my sweet. The war brought us little enough.”

“It kept the Empire in our hands, Franz.” The Empress brought her fist fiercely down upon her bedside table. “We would have lost it all, had I acquiesced to Frederick’s demands then.” It was what Franz had counseled. She had disregarded his words, unwilling to yield even an inch of the lands she had so recently inherited.

But her appetite for war was long gone. She had been a young woman in 1740—a mother, barely twenty-three, ready and willing to take on the reins of power. She longed to relinquish them now.

It was her un-womanly interest in affairs of state that had, she was certain, driven Francis to other women. She had sent Charles, her brother-in-law, to the field while his wife—her sister— awaited his firstborn child. Neither mother nor child had survived, and guilt inextricably coupled with grief had pushed Charles into the grave.

All of this, she had survived, suppressing her grief. It had been one thing to lose a sister and a brother-in-law. One thing to see her beloved Franz dally with other women. A war now would send all her sons to the battlefield. It was not a gamble she could afford.

She perused the letter again. There could, she supposed, be no harm in traveling to Potsdam. The cold north air might bring her lungs some relief.

“And you may be able to talk him out of his devilish scheme to carve up Poland as though it were little more than a leg of lamb,” her husband’s spirit reminded her.

This time she nodded. There was only so much letters and envoys could achieve. Who knew, but a meeting in person might not serve her purpose better. “Not that I will mention it to either Joseph or Kaunitz. Joseph is as keen to ride into the battlefield as Frederick himself. And the chancellor does little to discourage him.”

A more innocuous explanation for her decision to go would have to be supplied. Easily enough accomplished since the King himself had furnished a plausible reason.

Yet her sense of foreboding remained. The King’s second request was so unaccountable, it puzzled her no end. What could he mean by it?





Chapter One

“Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach,” the Empress said, her eyes riveted upon the gold-embossed letter in her hand. “You are acquainted with him?”

Her voice recalled Kapellmeister Joseph Haydn’s attention from the gardens outside, blanketed in snow, to the small study where he sat opposite Her Majesty, Empress Maria Theresa. The lush bounty of leaves, melons, and pomegranates painted on the walls by Johann Wenzel Bergl’s hands formed a startling contrast to the bleakness  without.

Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach—C.P.E. Bach? The name had dropped like a bolt of lightning from Her Majesty’s mouth. What could she possibly want with Herr Bach? Had Her Majesty received a letter from the great Bach himself?

Haydn straightened up in his chair, waiting for the explanation that must surely follow.

But none was forthcoming. The Empress raised her head and glanced across the table at him. Her blue eyes, still sharp despite her age and her recent bout with illness, regarded the Kapellmeister closely, awaiting his reply.

“Only with his music,” he replied, unable to conceal his surprise. Surely an enquiry into his associations was not so pressing as to require his presence in Her Majesty’s apartment.

The coachman she had sent to the Esterházy Palace on Wallnerstrasse had urged such haste, Haydn had hurried out without so much as a word to his employer, His Serene Highness, Prince Nikolaus Esterházy.

That task was left to Luigi Tomasini, Haydn’s Konzertmeister. Haydn had only just remembered his wool coat, his gloves remaining forgotten on the hallway table at the Esterházy Palace.

The Empress nodded, dipping the edge of her toast into her soft-cooked egg. “I did not think you were, but it is such a small matter, I would not have thought it worth the lie.” She returned her gaze to the letter.

“We have corresponded,” Haydn hastened to add, unwilling to allow Her Majesty to think so ill of a composer he himself held in such great esteem. The letter in her hands must be from Herr Bach. If only the composer had apprised Haydn of his application to the Empress.

Haydn dipped his own spoon reluctantly into his silver egg cup. He had never seen the point of soft-cooked eggs.

Why trouble with cooking an egg at all if one were going to leave it almost entirely uncooked? But the Empress had insisted on serving it to him. The white, at least, was set firm. He sprinkled some salt on it and brought the spoon to his mouth.

“I have not, however, had the fortune of meeting him in person,”  he continued once he had swallowed the morsel.

Why had Herr Bach lied about such a trivial detail? It was a fact easily put to the test and was hardly likely to win him a position at the Habsburg Court. Haydn rubbed his frozen hands together. The long drive to Schönbrunn had chilled his fingers to the bone. And although he sat by the fire, they still felt numb.

“If Your Majesty wishes to hire him, I can recommend no one more suited for the position or more capable. As a performer, he is incomparable. As an educator, few could be more gifted or learned— ”

“He has apparently expressed a strong desire to meet you, Haydn.” The Empress raised her eyes again, her pale blue irises fastening themselves upon the Kapellmeister.

“He will be visiting Vienna?” Why had Herr Bach not mentioned the matter to him?

“No, Haydn, it is the King of Prussia who requests your presence in his court.”

Ach so! The letter was from the King, then. Haydn’s eyes followed the movement of the thick, creamy sheet of paper as the imperial hand that held it swept the air.

“At the urging apparently,” the Empress went on, “of a keyboardist he thinks so little of, the poor man receives barely three hundred thalers a year.”

Haydn’s eyes widened despite himself. Few musicians cared to seek a position in Prussia, it was so well known the King thought little of anyone other than Friedrich Agricola and Joachim Quantz. But Haydn had not thought Her Majesty was privy to these details.

“I have my sources,” she explained, her pale lips stretching into a smile. “It is unlikely, I suppose, that Bach would have made such an appeal.”

Haydn considered the question. “Not quite as unlikely as the fact that the King heeded it,” he replied. “I cannot think what His Majesty would want with me. It cannot be for my music. He thinks it is just so much noise.”

It was not an opinion that offended him. A man who failed to appreciate Herr Bach could hardly be expected to enjoy his work.

But why should Herr Bach need the King’s permission to meet him? Haydn could have traveled to Potsdam, if His Serene Highness allowed it. Such a thing was not altogether unlikely. Was Herr Bach himself unable to leave Prussia?

The question filled Haydn with misgiving. If that were the case, it could only mean one thing. Herr Bach was in trouble.

“The request comes, you said, from Herr Bach, Your Majesty?”

“It is what the King says, Haydn.” The Empress waved the letter through the air again. “But he habitually weaves such a web of deceit, one can never be sure of anything.” She sighed. “Perhaps, he merely means to be polite. Although I am inclined to think there is a more sinister motive behind his request.”

“Polite?” Haydn enquired. What need did the King have to be polite to a mere musician?

“He has invited me to Potsdam—a gesture of friendship, he says—in order that the Prince of Condé and I may bring our marriage negotiations to a conclusion on neutral grounds.”

Haydn nodded, well aware of Her Majesty’s efforts to wed Archduchess Maria Antonia to the French Dauphin. The Empress went on.

“He would, of course, profit from seeming to facilitate the alliance.

“But,” Her Majesty paused, suddenly breathless. She gripped her chair, chest expanding, as she drew several deep drafts of air. “I very much fear, the gauntlet is being thrown at us, Haydn. I only wish I knew why King Frederick seeks to involve you.”
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Rosalie Szabó allowed Gerhard to sweep her roughly into his arms. “Take care of yourself, lass,” he said, clasping her so close to his chest, she could hardly breathe. “And do not forget you are now an engaged woman.”

“I won’t,” Rosalie promised. How could she, when he never gave her an opportunity to do so?

She watched him climb onto his rack-wagon and maneuver it out of the Haarhof, the narrow alley on which the wine cellar for the Esterházy Palace, where she worked, was located. There had been no wine deliveries to make. Gerhard had simply come to see her.

To check on her, the palace maid corrected herself. If only he could bring himself to trust her a little more. But Gerhard Heindl, the tavern-keeper from Kleinhöflein, seemed perpetually afraid Rosalie would betray him the way Marlene, his first fiancée, had done.

If Rosalie so much as glanced at another man, Gerhard read her a lecture on the impropriety of her behavior. At first she had secretly reveled in the jealousy he betrayed, seeing it as a sign he was over his infatuation with Marlene. But now. . .

She sighed. It was more than any woman could be expected to bear. She fidgeted with the gold band on her finger. Sometimes the urge to take it off was simply irresistible.

And unaccountable. Gerhard was a good man. And she, the most fortunate woman in Austria, as Mama never failed to remind her.

“Not ready to be tied to one man, are you?” A low, throaty voice jogged Rosalie out of her thoughts.

A woman clad in muted tones, almost entirely covered in a deep indigo cloak, stood by her side. Her lips wore an amused smile; her dark blue eyes had an air of knowing that seemed out of place in one so humbly dressed. She tipped her chin at Rosalie’s ring.

“A little soap will ease it off, and for a few hours you may be free of him.”

“I don’t wish to be free of him,” Rosalie said, resenting the woman’s too-ready assumptions about her feelings.

“No?” The woman’s smile widened. “I must have been mistaken, then.”

Her gesture and tone infuriated Rosalie. “Yes, you were.” she swiveled around.

“Wait!” The woman’s fingers gently touched Rosalie’s arm. “I did not mean to offend you—”

“What is it you want?” Rosalie snapped. “If it is a position at the palace, there is none to be had at the moment.”

“I merely wish to speak with Herr Haydn. Is he within?” The wind, icy in the gray morning, swept the hood off her head, revealing a broad forehead and lustrous, corn-colored hair. She pulled it back up with a quick glance around the alley.

“Then you should go around to the front.” Rosalie gestured toward Wallnerstrasse at the end of the alley.

The woman took a deep breath. “It is a matter of some sensitivity, and I do not wish anyone to know I have been here. Please, I beg of you.”

“Oh, very well,” Rosalie relented. “Follow me. But I shall have to leave you with Master Luigi, Herr Haydn’s Konzertmeister. Herr Haydn was called out early this morning and has not returned.”

Rosalie glanced curiously at her companion as they walked together to the palace. Who was this strange woman? And why had she come calling on the Kapellmeister?
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One of Joseph’s women, no doubt, Konzertmeister Luigi Tomasini thought, as he gazed with open curiosity at the stranger Rosalie had ushered into the Music Room.

Ever since the court newspaper had hailed the Kapellmeister as the foremost composer of the Empire, hinting at some of the valuable services he had performed for Her Majesty, women of all kinds had flocked to Haydn’s side. Back in Eisenstadt, the alderman’s wife, Frau Bruck, had sought every opportunity of seducing poor Haydn.

The dismay Haydn betrayed every time she appeared would have been amusing were it not for the sympathy his predicament evoked in Luigi. Frau Bruck had once set her sights on him. He shuddered. Fortunately that madness had passed.

But this woman, whoever she was, was most breathtakingly lovely. A few years past thirty, Luigi surmised, but the features in her oval face were perfection itself. The lips, the color and shape of a rosebud; the nose, noble; her eyes, wide and lustrous. A woman any man would be tempted by.

“You are acquainted with Kapellmeister Haydn?” he asked, not knowing how else to ask who she was. She had not offered to identify herself. She had the air of a noblewoman, but was so ordinarily dressed, Luigi was unsure how to address her.

The woman smiled. “I have known him since he was a boy,” she said.

Luigi nodded, although the explanation failed to enlighten him in the least. An acquaintance from Rohrau, perhaps? Or was she the wife of one of the many musicians who had come to Haydn’s aid when Chormeister Reutter had turned him out on the streets with only the shirt on his back?

“And you wish to see him about. . .?” Luigi prompted.

“A matter that I can only discuss with him.” The woman was firm.

“Perhaps, you would care to wait in the parlor.” Luigi was about to ring for Rosalie, but the woman blocked his path.

“I will wait in the Music Room, if you have no objection.”

Luigi hesitated, not at all sure that Haydn would care to have a strange woman let loose into his workroom. For one thing, it seemed too much like the kind of secret assignation His Serene Highness was likely to frown upon. For another, what Frau Haydn would say when she heard of the matter, he did not know.

But the determined expression in the woman’s large blue eyes suggested she would brook no opposition.

“Then I will wait with you,” he said.





Chapter Two

Haydn allowed the Empress’s butler to usher him into the Hall of Ceremonies. Were it not for their heavy blanket of snow, he would have preferred to depart by the gardens. A walk through the grounds of the imperial summer palace, Schönbrunn, would have done much to calm his unease.

Her Majesty’s words echoed through his mind as loud as a voice raised in an empty, cavernous room. What strange motive had impelled the Prussian King to send for him? That it was not for his music was evident.

The King had enquired whether Haydn was indeed the son of a Marktrichter. Why should that trivial detail be of any interest? Mathias Haydn had been in his grave for over four years. As for his service as a market-judge, Rohrau was as small and insignificant as Eisenstadt. In the eyes of the world, the position must count for very little.

He crossed the vast room, his footsteps heavy on the parquet floor.

Why had Herr Bach even thought to mention the fact? To emphasize Haydn’s lack of advantages, and the advances he had made despite them? Or to press the King into enlisting his hand to solve a crime?

Haydn had been of some service to the Empress on two prior occasions and cleared up a few small matters in Eisenstadt. Word of this had reached Herr Bach’s ears in Potsdam. But the great man could hardly expect him to be of any use in Prussia. He knew so little of the country.

Surely the King had access to men far more capable than he.

The gauntlet has been thrown at us.

He heard Her Majesty’s softly uttered words in his ears. Did King Frederick mean to put Haydn’s abilities to the test?  It was a plausible assumption, given his unaccountable interest in Haydn’s background.

Was it possible a crime was expected to befall? Some act of villainy, occurring during Haydn’s tenure in Potsdam, that would enable King Frederick to place before him a conundrum—

But if that were the case, that could only mean. . .

That the King himself was about to commit it!

Haydn stopped, his feet jolted out of the steady rhythm of their pace by the thought. The coils of discomfort within the pit of his stomach strengthened into a gut-wrenching anxiety.

To accuse a king of a misdeed was no small matter. Were Haydn compelled to do it, he would be hauled off to Spandau. The King of Prussia had confined men for far less.

He stepped slowly forward, consumed by the overwhelming impression he was walking into a trap. To say or do nothing in such a case was impossible. He could not watch while an innocent man was condemned for a crime he had not committed. But to say anything at all would certainly put him in harm’s way.
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“Her Majesty intends to travel to Prussia, then?”

The question uttered in a deep, agitated voice propelled Haydn’s head up. His gaze collided with the troubled eyes of the Empress’s personal physician, Baron Gerard van Swieten. When had His Lordship entered the room?

The Kapellmeister gathered his scattered thoughts and pondered the query. Whether they were to go or not had not even been discussed.

“She has said nothing about declining the King’s invitation,” he said at last. Not that Her Majesty had said anything about accepting it, either. But then, she would hardly have summoned him had she intended to ignore the offer.

The imperial physician sighed. “Then we may regard it as a fait accompli. She means to go and will not be deterred.” Lines of worry creased the broad expanse of forehead beneath his wig.

“You would prefer that she stayed?” Haydn enquired, wondering if the Baron’s concern was due to the Empress’s recent bout of sickness. A visit to the late Crown Princess’s poorly sealed crypt had brought on such a fatal attack of smallpox, Her Majesty had nearly died. The disease had taken the Archduchess Maria Josepha as well.

“As would Chancellor Kaunitz.” The Baron led Haydn back across the room toward the benches covered in soft crimson that stood beneath the Empress’s portrait. “He thinks no good can come of her going.” The imperial physician sank heavily down on one of the benches, gesturing to Haydn to be seated as well.

“I wondered at her agreeing to allow King Frederick to have a hand in the marriage negotiations,” Haydn began cautiously, sitting gingerly at the very edge of the bench. “Surely it cannot be in the King’s interest to facilitate an alliance between his two greatest enemies—the Habsburgs and the Bourbons.”

“Perhaps not,” The imperial physician agreed. “Although he should be reconciled to it. The Archduchess Amalia is promised to Duke Ferdinand of Parma and his cousin, Ferdinand of Naples, is soon to wed the Archduchess Carolina. Even if Prussia had any rival candidates to put forward, who would prefer a niece of a king to the sister of the Holy Roman Emperor?”

“But, I suppose, an alliance with the future King of France would be the biggest prize of all,” Haydn said. He had detected more than a hint of impatience in the Empress’s manner when she referred to the matter. The death of the Dauphin’s mother, a woman from Saxony, should have hastened the proposed match.

But despite the care the Empress took to charm the French ambassador, Duc de Durfort, no formal offer had yet been made.

“The King may want nothing more than the pleasure of simultaneously thwarting both his enemies,” Haydn continued. He wondered if those were the machinations the Prussian King meant to set into motion. But what role had he intended for Haydn himself? That of a hapless bystander?

Baron van Swieten frowned. “The negotiations progress very slowly, it is true. But I doubt the French would be so easily swayed. The French minister Choiseul is working intensely on our behalf and King Louis himself is so keen on the match, he dexterously avoided committing to his late daughter-in-law’s plans.”

“But what harm could it do if the Empress were to meet the Prince of Condé in Potsdam? His Highness may have greater freedom to act than the Duc de Durfort.” Not to mention, Haydn thought, that the possibility of another scourge taking the Archduchess Maria Antonia as it had her older sister was one that had to be reckoned with.

Were that unfortunate event to take place, there would be no Archduchesses left to take her place as Maria Carolina had that of the deceased Maria Josepha.

“Patience, Chancellor Kaunitz feels, might better win the day,” the imperial physician replied. “The French stand to benefit as much or more from the match as we. Being overhasty might spoil the plans or result in the French demanding greater concessions than the alliance is worth.”

His frown deepened, the skin between his brow gathering into a series of furrows. “It is something the Empress usually understands. I cannot understand this strange restlessness that afflicts her.”
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“Who was that woman you were trying to sneak in?”

The words whispered into Rosalie’s ear as she stepped into the quiet kitchen nearly made her jump. She clutched the door jamb for support.

Who was that? The kitchen should have been empty. The musicians had long been served breakfast and the midday meal was several hours away.

“Oh, it’s you!” she gasped as her gaze stumbled upon the buxom figure of a maid stationed behind the door. “You gave me such a fright, Greta.”

“Well, who is she?” Greta drew Rosalie toward the large kitchen table in the middle of the room. “I don’t know if you should have brought her through the servants’ entrance. She didn’t look anything at all like a maid. That cloak covering her from head to toe was made of the finest wool.”

Rosalie sank into the chair Greta pulled out for her. “She insisted upon it. She doesn’t want anyone to know she’s here to see Herr Haydn. She wouldn’t tell me her name either. And she evaded the question quite adroitly when Master Luigi tried to pry it out of her.”

“Oh!” Greta sat down next to Rosalie. “What could she possibly want with Herr Haydn?”

“She wouldn’t say. All she would say is that she is an old friend of his.”

“Hmmm. . .” Greta bit her lip, her eyes narrowing into a pensive squint. “I’m not sure I believe that. Do you think she comes from the Hofburg?”

“The Hofburg? After what she suggested to me, I’d be more inclined to believe she was a creature of the night.”

“What did she suggest?” Greta gaped at Rosalie, mouth open.

“That I take off Gerhard’s ring so I could be free to give myself to other men!”

“Good heavens!” Greta’s blue eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. “Why would she say a thing like that?”

Rosalie sighed. Truth to tell, she had brought the stranger’s remark upon herself. If she hadn’t been chafing at wearing Gerhard’s ring. . . She sighed again. “Gerhard is sometimes a bit. . .” she broke off, writhing under Greta’s blank stare.

“It is only because he loves you, Rosalie, and doesn’t want to lose you. Would you rather he didn’t care at all?”

“No, of course not. But if only he could trust me a little. I would never betray him.”

Greta squeezed her hand. “I know you wouldn’t. But try not to be in too much of a temper over it. It won’t make things any better.” She puffed her cheeks out. “Still, it was very wrong of that woman to say what she did.”

“What made you think she was from the Hofburg?” Rosalie asked.

Greta’s eyes brightened as though she’d remembered a bit of gossip she wanted to share. She leaned forward. “Well, because that carriage that came for Herr Haydn this morning.” She paused to take breath. “It was from the Empress.”

“What! How do you know that?”

They had all seen the coachman who had waited impatiently in the hallway by the entrance. He had not been in the imperial livery. The coach itself, waiting on Wallnerstrasse, had been an ordinary black conveyance like the ones reserved for the musicians’ use at the Esterházy Palace.

Greta smiled. “I got it out of the new footman, Stephan. He was standing nearby when Herr Haydn met the coachman and he distinctly heard Her Majesty’s name mentioned. ‘Schönbrunn?’ Herr Haydn asked. I doubt he was happy to undertake such a long journey. ‘Ja!’ the coachman said, vigorously nodding his head.

“There must be something important going on, if the Empress needs Herr Haydn’s help. And now this mysterious woman pretending to be a servant even though she looks nothing like it. I wish Stephan had heard more, but the coachman was mumbling so, he said it was as much as he could do to hear anything at all.”
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It was nearly an hour later that Haydn returned to Wallnerstrasse to find his Music Room occupied by his Konzertmeister and a cloaked female who insisted upon seeing him in private.

“An acquaintance of yours, Joseph.” Luigi sprang to his feet. “From childhood, apparently.” Receiving no answer from the astonished Kapellmeister, he went on with a glance at the woman: “I will leave you to it since I see I am not wanted.” Giving the lady a gracious bow, he made his way toward the door.

But as he walked past Haydn, the Konzertmeister whispered: “I see no good coming of this, Joseph? Who in the name of heaven is she?”

But if Haydn had ever met the woman before, the incident had failed to consign itself to his memory.  He directed a searching glance at her as he walked toward the white-and-gold chairs in the middle of the room.

Despite her modest garb, something about her manner and the air of assurance with which she regarded him suggested she was a person of high birth. Not a woman one could easily forget. He was quite sure he had never laid eyes on her.

He heard the door click shut behind him.

“You claim to have known me since my boyhood, Madame, but—”

“A mere ruse, Herr Kapellmeister,” she replied with a low, musical laugh. “Although since we have moved in the same circles, it is quite possible we have met.”

“The same circles?” Haydn allowed his eyebrows to arch upward.

“You have studied with Nicola Porpora, have you not? And worked for the Count Morzin?”

Haydn nodded, mystified. What was she getting at? Porpora had never given the lady a lesson that he could recall. And he would certainly have remembered had she numbered among Count Morzin’s guests in the years he had served as Kapellmeister to that gentleman.

“These are men my husband and I are well acquainted with.”

“I see.” His assumption about her had been true, then. She was a woman of noble birth. He took the seat Luigi had vacated. “I am greatly indebted to both the Count and Herr Porpora,” he said slowly. “How could I fail to be of assistance to any friend of theirs?”

He left it at that, not wanting to say more. Whether he could indeed be of assistance remained to be seen. And he would offer nothing else until she was more forthcoming.

She tilted her head, her deep blue eyes searching his features. “You are remarkably incurious about my identity,” she remarked finally. “Your Konzertmeister tried a thousand different ways to ascertain it.”

“Since you have come to me,” Haydn said, “I trust you will let me know—in good time. Although I imagine I would not be far off the mark were I to guess that you are in some way attached to the imperial court.” Or connected with the Prussian ambassador, he thought privately.

It would have to be one or the other, given the way his morning had begun. Even so, he was surprised to see the other’s eyes widen and to hear her sharp intake of breath.

“I see Her Majesty’s faith in you is not misplaced. There is little point concealing the truth from you, you have penetrated my subterfuge so easily. I am Maria Wilhelmina von Auersperg.”

“The late Emperor Francis’s—”

Mistress, Haydn had been about to say but caught himself just in time.

“Intimate friend,” the Princess completed his sentence with a smile.





Chapter Three

“The Emperor Joseph is most anxious about his mother,” Maria Wilhelmina von Auersperg began. She leaned forward, lips slightly parted. The eyes that must have dazzled a thousand men gazed candidly into Haydn’s own.

“You have come at His Imperial Majesty’s behest, then?” What could the Emperor be so anxious about that he was compelled to make his enquiries by such a roundabout means?

The Princess drew back. Why the question should have made her recoil so, Haydn failed to understand.

“No, it was not Joseph who sent me. I doubt he knows I am here. But—” She squinted a little, her lips pushed out into a worried pout. Then leaning forward again, she said: “It is a matter of some concern in the highest quarters that Her Majesty should consider going to Prussia.”

“Because the marriage negotiations between Austria and France might flounder,” Haydn ventured. What other reason could there be? The imperial physician had already expressed his disquietude on the matter.

“Is it only for that reason that she intends to grasp the olive branch the King of Prussia extends?” The Princess seemed taken aback. “She has said nothing  of Poland?”

“What has Poland to do with anything, Your Highness?” The question burst out of the Kapellmeister’s mouth before he could stop himself. Now seeing the Princess’s reaction, he wished he had restrained himself.

His words seemed to recall Princess Auersperg to herself. A bland expression descended upon her features. “There is unrest in Poland, as you may have heard, Herr Haydn. A civil war is on the verge of erupting. The Emperor fears it may make travel difficult—even dangerous.”

“Dangerous,” Haydn repeated, careful not to inflect the word in any way. He had said too much already, he feared. There was trouble in Poland, it was true. But the Empress would encounter none of it. They would no doubt be traveling north via Bohemia and Saxony.

Why had the Princess uttered such an obvious falsehood?

He looked up to see her watching him closely. “There are Hungarian territories mortgaged to Poland, Herr Haydn. If the trouble extended to those regions, war would be imminent.”

“I imagine Her Majesty knows that,” he said lightly. “She keeps herself well informed.”

The Princess appeared to pale at his words. Her fingers clenched her armrest.

“Then for your own sake, Herr Haydn, let me urge you not to meddle in affairs that do not concern you. Nothing good can come of it. The Emperor has matters well in hand.”

“I see,” Haydn replied. “But in that case, his concerns for Her Majesty’s safety seem. . . superfluous. Would you not agree?”

The Princess’s eyes flashed. “His anxiety on her account is quite genuine, I assure you. The Archduchess Christina herself is in—”

Haydn edged forward, willing her to continue. But the Princess cut herself short, whatever imprudent revelation she had been about to make, smothered in the cold light of circumspection.

“She finds herself in agreement with her brother, the Emperor,” she finished calmly.
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“I had the distinct impression of being pumped for information,” Haydn confided to Luigi once the Princess had left. He had waited by the window until he had seen her walk out onto the street before sending for his Konzertmeister.

“To what end?” Luigi asked, peering out the window as though he expected to see Her Highness again. But her cloaked form had long since gone.

“That I could not determine,” Haydn admitted ruefully. He tried to make sense of the small snippets he had gleaned. The unrest in Poland. The Emperor and his sister, the Archduchess Christina, being for once in agreement with each other. But the fragments were too few to form a complete picture.

“She claimed to speak for the Emperor,” he said.

Luigi snorted. “An unlikely story, if you want my opinion. Since when has the Emperor ever needed a spokesperson? He speaks his mind so bluntly and with such blatant disregard for the feelings of whomever he is speaking with, I doubt he would hesitate to approach Her Majesty with his views on the subject of her departure.”

“The reason the Princess cited for His Imperial Majesty’s concern surprised me as well,” Haydn said. “That the marriage negotiations for Archduchess Maria Antonia might be jeopardized by a visit to Prussia seemed not to trouble her at all. But a Catholic uprising in Poland, which surely cannot affect us at all, would be reason enough to avoid Prussia?”

“I would not put it past the Prussian King to have started the trouble.” The Konzertmeister turned toward Haydn, a grave expression on his lean, chiseled features.

“I suppose not,” Haydn agreed. For all that the King denigrated all religions equally, he seemed to reserve an especial contempt for Catholics. His attitude had disgusted devout Protestants and Catholics alike. Herr Bach himself had complained of it in more than one letter to Haydn.

“His Serene Highness must be apprised of the Princess Auersperg’s visit, Joseph.” Luigi’s voice interrupted Haydn’s thoughts. “These are matters beyond our ken.”

Haydn nodded mutely. What web of intrigue had he got caught up in?
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The sky was a crisp blue when Rosalie and Greta emerged from the palace that afternoon. The strong winds of the morning had abated. And the sun, high in the sky, engulfed the glistening snow-covered streets in a warm glow.

“What a perfect day for an afternoon off!” Greta glanced around her, her cheeks flushed a bright carmine from the cold. “Where shall we go?” She rubbed her hands together and turned to look at Rosalie.

“To the Michaelerplatz, of course,” Rosalie said at once, linking arms with her friend. “For a sleigh ride around the square.” She had wanted to share a ride with Greta ever since Gerhard had introduced her to the pleasure of being pulled swiftly through the snow by a horse-drawn sleigh.

“You’ll love it. The wind whistling in your ears as the horse turns sharply around the corners. The seat so close to the ground, you can touch the snow. There’s nothing like it. Even though Gerhard says you can go much faster in the open fields or down a slope than in the crowded square.”

Greta giggled happily. “It does sound like fun!”

They were almost at the Kohlmarkt when a voice behind them called out.

“Rosalie?”

They spun around to see a cloaked figure regarding them. “It is Rosalie, is it not?” The woman Rosalie had sneaked in through the servants’ door peered at the maids.

Rosalie felt herself stiffen. “What do you want?”

“Merely to apologize for giving you any cause for offense this morning.” She reached out, lightly placing her fingers upon Rosalie’s arm. “Let me make it up to you. Shall we go to a coffeehouse—”

“A coffeehouse?” Rosalie was aghast. Whatever would Gerhard say if she were to frequent one of those sordid places? “But only the worst sort of men go to such places.”

Greta drew herself up. “What kind of person are you?” She jabbed a finger in Rosalie’s direction. “Advising her to take her ring off. Trying to drag her into a coffeehouse. Go away! We don’t want anything to do with the likes of you.”

“You misunderstand.” The woman’s fingers tightened around Rosalie’s wrist. “There is a perfectly respectable establishment on the Kohlmarkt. A café in the French style with a salon for women.”

“Well, in that case,” Greta began when Rosalie interrupted her: “But it may be more than we can afford.”

The woman smiled. “It will be my treat. I am only a governess, but I do well enough. You will come, then?” Her blue eyes flickered hesitantly back and forth between Rosalie and Greta.

The maids nodded.

The woman’s smile deepened. “I am called Elma,” she said as they turned left on the Kohlmarkt, away from the Michaelerplatz.
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Prince Nikolaus Esterházy was about to step into his carriage when the Kapellmeister hailed him. His Serene Highness stopped, one foot still on the ground, and glanced over his shoulder, his ample form bristling with impatience.

“What is it, Haydn?”

The Kapellmeister hurried forward. “A most pressing matter, Your Serene Highness—”

“Can it not wait?”

Haydn took a deep breath. “Unfortunately not, Your Serene Highness.”

The Prince harrumphed, the sound resembling the irate trumpeting of an elephant. “Very well, then. Enter the carriage.”

Haydn had barely taken his seat when the vehicle jolted into motion. “Your Serene Highness is no doubt aware that Her Majesty, the Empress, sent for me this morning.”

“Yes, yes, Haydn. And I am aware of the reason for it as well.” He gazed squarely into the Kapellmeister’s eyes. “If Her Majesty wishes you to travel to Prussia, I am afraid there is nothing I can do to forbid it. If it is any consolation, she would have me accompany her as well.”

The Prince gazed out the window at the snow-covered streets. “A den of vipers would be safer, in my opinion, than Potsdam with His Majesty, King Frederick. But that is neither here nor there.”

“I have no objection to going,” Haydn replied. In truth, he had none. He had his misgivings about the journey, but the opportunity to meet Herr Bach in person was not one any composer could easily refuse. “It was about another matter entirely that I wished to speak with Your Serene Highness. The visit I received this morning from Princess Maria Wilhelmina von Auersperg.”

The name caught the Prince’s attention. “And what did she require of you, Haydn?” His Serene Highness barely moved as he asked the question.

“Poland?” He repeated when Haydn finished recounting the details. “She wanted to know if the Empress’s visit had anything to do with Poland?”

“Not in so many words,” Haydn clarified. The Princess had merely asked if the Empress had mentioned Poland. Yet why would Her Majesty mention an uprising in Poland in connection with a forthcoming journey to Prussia? “But it seemed as such to me.”

The Prince leaned forward, resting his hand on his right knee.“And she claimed to be speaking for the Emperor Joseph?”

Haydn nodded. “Although she did say she had not been sent by His Imperial Majesty.”

“You are sure it was the Princess Auersperg?”

The question startled Haydn. It had never occurred to him to question the lady’s identity. She had made such
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