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      This book is dedicated to my own beloved soldiers, Peter, Lincoln and Ulysses, without whom my life would be boring.


    


  




  

    

      A brief note on the opera, Arabella.


      


      Composer Richard Strauss, and his librettist, (the person who writes the lyrics) Hugo von Hofmansthal, collaborated on several critically acclaimed operas: Elektra, Der Rosenkavalier, Ariadne auf Naxos, Die Frau ohne Schatten, Die ägytische Helena and, lastly, Arabella.


      When Strauss read the  libretto for Arabella, he returned it to von Hofmansthal and requested he change the heroine from Arabella, to her more interesting, cross-dressing, younger sister, Zdenka. Tragically, before this change could be executed, von Hofmansthal died of a heart attack while dressing for the funeral of his son, who had committed suicide two days earlier—an operatic demise if there ever was one. Devastated, Strauss used von Hofmansthal’s original libretto, which became Arabella.


      This book is an outgrowth of my love of opera and Arabella, in particular. I have always been touched by Arabella’s transformation from a beautiful girl willing to obey her parent’s demands to marry someone rich to an intelligent young woman who genuinely falls in love with Mr. Right.


      Perhaps Kissing the Kavalier is what Strauss and von Hofmansthal had envisioned.


      Set in 1867, Vienna, in a world of royalty and tradition teetering on the brink after a devastating defeat in the Austro-Prussian war, Kissing the Kavalier is a sweetly funny and enchanting reimagining of a timeless romance that embraces independence, forgiveness, and hope.


      I encourage you to listen to the operas of Richard Strauss. They are some of the greatest German operatic works of the Twentieth century. Strauss approaches tonality, the orchestra, story, and women in new and original ways. Some are musically challenging  but worth a listen. The Metropolitan Opera streams many performances of Strauss operas where you can listen to, and see, some of the great singers of our time.


      To stay informed about future book releases and to stay in touch, please sign up for my newsletter at www.annettenauraine.com.


      You can also find me on Facebook at  https://www.facebook.com/annettenauraineauthor  or Instagram @ANauraine.


      I would love to hear from you.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          Glossary Terms


        


      


    


    

      

        

        Allegemeines Krankenhaus – General Hospital


        Bei Männer, welche Liebe fühlen – In men who feel love, a good heart is never lacking (the duet which Matteo loves).


        Fiaker – A Fiaker is a form of hackney coach, a horse-drawn four-wheeled carriage for hire. In Vienna such cabs are called Fiaker


        Friedenheim – Peaceful home


        Gottes im Himmel – God in heaven


        Grosse Gott – Great God


        Gräfin – Countess


        Gräfinnen – Countesses


        Graf – Count


        Grafen – Counts 


        Grossmutti – Grandmama


        Hauptalleé – Main street


        Kisber Felver – A rare sport horse breed developed at the former Kisber Stud Farm in Hungary. 


        Mecklenburger – Warm-blooded horse bred in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern used as a utility and cavalry horse prior to WWII


        Mein Gott – My God!


        Trakehner – Trakehner is a light, warm-blooded breed of horse, originally developed at the East Prussian state stud farm in the town of Trakehnen.


        Schwimmen – a card game played with a 32-card Piquet pack. The was first mentioned in 1718 and is still popular in Austria and Germany.


      


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          Prologue


          The Battle of Königgratz, Austria, September 1866


        


      


    


    

      Lieutenant Matteo von Ritter, of the Austrian Fifth Cavalry, lay in a dirt culvert, and surveyed the situation. They were hemmed in on all sides. Blood streamed from his head where a bullet had grazed his temple. He tasted the sulfurous gunpowder. Smoke choked him and burned his eyes. The ground vibrated with the hail of shelling. Shrapnel whistled overhead. Screams of men and horses mixed together in a symphony of death. Tree trunks, blasted apart by artillery fire, lay like matchsticks, their sap sizzling as they burned.


      The dead and dying, both Prussian and Austrian, littered the forests and fields and low-slung rock formations around the villages. Fighting had commenced at sunrise. By four in the afternoon, Matteo knew that only a humiliating retreat to the other side of the Elbe could save the Austrian army. Neither side held their ground for long, beaten back by the inaction of timid generals and driven forward by the arrival of reinforcements.


      A sheer rock wall blocked advance. To the right, dirt and rocks sprayed into the air, pounded by Austrian artillery. In the dense forest on the left, Prussians with their new breach-loading needle guns lay on the forest floor and picked off the Austrians when they stood to reload. Escape or advancement was impossible.


      Against impossible odds, Matteo was determined to carry out the mission: find a way around the Prussian flank. Matteo and two infantrymen from his regiment, Kurt and Luther, lay belly-flat in the dirt. Matteo pointed to a cluster of boulders and scorched scrub around a depression in the field.


      “Run!” Matteo shouted.


      Kurt bent low and sprinted toward the boulders. Luther lumbered after him. Matteo launched himself out of the dirt.


      Two Prussian cavalrymen, astride enormous black Mecklenburgers, galloped full tilt out of the forest. Swords flashed against the sky. Their eyes were wild with battle lust.


      Luther drew his pistol, fired, missed. His target wheeled his horse and pinned Luther’s torso against the rock wall. He held Luther there to watch him suffer.


      The horse crushed bone to stone, forcing the breath from Luther’s body. His face turned red, purple. The Prussian aimed his pistol at Luther’s head. The horse shied. A shot resounded.


       Luther collapsed, screaming and holding his face in his hands. Blood spurted through his fingers and ran down the front of his uniform.


      Matteo fought the cold white horror flashing through his chest.


      Lungs burning from the smoke, the taste of his own blood in his mouth, Matteo ran and leapt onto a smoldering tree trunk. He unsheathed his sword, the grip as familiar as a dinner knife. Muscles straining, he extended his arm, forearm rigid. With a roar, he swept his sword in a wide arc at Luther’s attacker.


      Sword sliced flesh, caught at bone, carried through. The soldier’s head rolled off into the blackened undergrowth. The Mecklenburger careened towards the forest, dragging the corpse from one leg hung up in the stirrup.


      Matteo spun around. Where was Kurt?


      The second Prussian knocked Kurt on his back. The soldier reared his horse. Hooves descended with a sickening crunch.


      Kurt let out a blood-curdling shriek and bucked off the ground. He cradled his mangled hand and writhed on the ground. The Prussian raised his sword to spike Kurt. Matteo struck a blow to the Prussian’s midsection, unseating the rider. The attacker pulled his pistol, but with one thrust of his sword, Matteo pinned him to the ground like a stag beetle.  


      Matteo put one arm around Kurt’s waist, looped Kurt’s arm over his shoulder, and hauled his screaming friend off the ground.


      “We have to bring Luther. Get back to the horses,” Matteo shouted above the din, dragged Kurt beside him.


      Through the murk of smoke, Matteo spotted Luther leaning against the rock wall, his breath heaving.


      “Horses,” Luther sputtered, eyes wide. “Horses. Black monsters.”


      Muscles twitching with exhaustion, Matteo grabbed Luther by the shirt front and helped him to stand. “Luther,” he shouted into the man's face and gave him a shake until Luther's eyes fixed on him. “Follow me.”


      Blood streamed from a jagged gash on Luther’s forehead. He staggered, fell. “Don't leave me,” he gasped. “The horses.”


      “Get up! Not a moment to lose,” Matteo shouted. “Run! Now!”


      Matteo half-dragged, half-carried Kurt as they dodged burning trees, swamps of blood, bodies piled upon one another. “Not much further,” Matteo repeated over and over. Bullets whistled past. Mud sucked at his boots. Blood soaked his shirt.


      “Should have turned back,” muttered Kurt. “Impossible.”


      When Luther stumbled, Matteo bellowed, “We have all sworn the oath to love the name of honor more than fear death. Get up! I got us here. I’ll get us back.”


      Luther staggered upright and lurched after Matteo.


      Grimly, Matteo pressed ahead through the smoke and gunfire. When he couldn't go further, they found the place where they had been forced to tie their horses and advance on foot.


      Matteo’s horse, Reinhold, a steady, battle-hardened mount, was still alive, though squealing in fear. Kurt and Luther's horses lay snorting and pawing the ground, mortally wounded and suffering horribly. Matteo pushed Kurt and Luther up on Reinhold, then pulled out his pistol and put the two animals out of their misery.


      A shell exploded nearby. Dirt shot skyward in a volcano of dirt and rocks.


      Matteo hurtled to the ground. Something tore through the back of his jacket. Pain sheared across his shoulder blade, and wet oozed down his back. He gritted his teeth, got up, and took hold of Reinhold’s bridle.


      He led Reinhold through the carnage, blast holes, and dead soldiers until they reached the village of Predmaritz. A few remaining medics had taken refuge in an old granary and set up a field hospital. Prussians had taken most of the medics prisoner, leaving men who might have survived with medical treatment to die on the battlefield.


      Matteo stumbled the last few steps into the granary and grabbed a young medic by the collar. “Help,” he gasped. “Help. Them.”


      He collapsed.


      Two days later, in a hospital on the other side of the Elbe river from where the Fifth Cavalry had been evacuated, Matteo remembered nothing of the Battle of Königgratz.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          Chapter 1


          Vienna, Austria, 1867


        


      


    


    

      Gräfin Zdenka Waldner tugged at her gentleman's evening jacket. “Cousin Thomas's suits are becoming a bit snug. I can’t button it.”


      “Your bosom is growing.” Gräfin Arabella, Zdenka’s beautiful older sister, giggled.


      Zdenka moaned. “Just what a boy like me needs. I don’t mind being your brother…” She squirmed and pulled at the tight wrappings. “But these bindings are bothersome.”


      “After the Coachman’s Ball in a few weeks, you can give up being a boy and return to your rightful gender,” Arabella said, trying, Zdenka knew, to nudge her toward respectability.


      “I’m not eager to return to being a woman. I’ve rather come to enjoy the freedom I have as a gentleman. I can do as I please, walk about unescorted, ride when and where I please.” Zdenka pressed her nose to the windowpane of the fiaker and watched as the houses and apartments, lit by gaslight, became elegant houses and then palais.


      The Waldners had been in Vienna since January, through snow, rain, and sleet. The city was beautiful but noisy, with sooty air from coal fires, dwellings crowded together, and women like Arabella hunting for husbands. It all made Zdenka want to steal a mount and gallop the distance back to their run-down, indebted estate in Hohenruppersdorf with its fields of wheat and pine forests, its pastures, the cows, sheep, and chickens. Back to where she was most herself and no one cared if she wore pants or petticoats.


      “Don't become too fond of being my brother,” Arabella said, using her big sister know-it-all voice that chafed Zdenka. “Galloping about in trousers on the farm is one thing, but next Fasching, you’ll be looking for your own husband and you’ll have to wear a dress.”


      Fasching, the Viennese social Season that commenced in November and ended on Shrove Tuesday, consisted of endless parties, balls, soirees, and general carousing—all meant to foster advantageous matches between the upper classes. The Coachman's Ball was the final ball before the gloomy descent of Lent when all of Catholic Austria refrained from life’s pleasures—even drinking hot chocolate. The Season’s best matches were often made at The Coachman’s Ball.


      “I like dresses fine, but they’re impractical for birthing lambs, riding, pitching hay, and bringing in crops.”  Zdenka scratched behind her ear where a blob of pomade had lodged. Mama had shorn her hair so she could pass as a boy, but the pomade used to control her curls was the consistency of horse glue. “You, of all people, know how much I want to go home and rebuild the farm.”


      With Papa having gambled away most of their fortune, there wasn’t money for two debuts. Zdenka didn’t want a debut anyway. There wasn’t even money for Mama to buy a new gown, and the ones she had were out of date and threadbare. Mama dreaded going out in a Society where she had once been young and beautiful but was now grey-haired and as worn-out as her dresses.


      Arabella had only this one Season to make a good match, so Zdenka, dressed as a young man, was pressed into service as Arabella’s chaperone for every tea, soiree, dance, theater, orchestra, and opera performance. Zdenka was willing to do anything, including stand on her head on the Platz in front of the Stephan’s Dom, if it meant Arabella found a rich husband who could save the farm—Zdenka’s farm—from the debt collectors.


      Arabella seemed not to hear her. “Next year, you'll return as my distant cousin, and no one will be the wiser. You’ll have a brilliant Season, and we’ll find you a tolerant, indulgent husband.”


      Zdenka knew how to quiet her sister. “As far as I can tell, men only want a mindless vessel for their children.”


      “Zdenka, how vulgar,” Arabella chided. “This is what comes from reading all those foreign newspapers and essays by those so-called emancipated women. It makes you appear unattractively intelligent. Really, you mustn't forget you are still a lady underneath those trousers.”


       “Intelligence isn’t a bad characteristic in a lady. And I haven’t forgotten I’m female, but marriage isn’t necessary for running a farm.” Or for much else, as far as Zdenka could see from her parent’s marriage.


      “You do need marriage,” Arabella said, with an edge to her voice. “Mine. Don’t forget my marriage will save your beloved farm from Papa’s gambling.”


      Guilt washed through Zdenka. “I want you to marry someone you love, not just to save the farm. I appreciate your sacrifice for the family.”


      But Zdenka had made a promise to her grossmutti to keep the farm in the family, and she intended to keep that promise, even if it meant pushing Arabella toward the altar. Zdenka could still feel her grandmama’s knob-knuckled hands gripping her own small, dirty hands. In a quavering voice, Grandmama had said, ‘You are the last hope of our ancestors. Promise me you’ll never let the land leave our family. You can be whoever you want here at Friedenheim. I know you love the farm as much as I do. My destiny was here and yours is too.’


      A week later, Grandmama died in her sleep. Zdenka swore on her grave she would never let Friedenheim leave the Waldner family.


      Arabella’s feet tip-tapped a rhythm on the floor of the fiaker. “To think the Coachman’s Ball has been held for two hundred years. That our parents attended the same ball.”


      “By the last night of Fasching, you have to make up your mind which of the Grafen you will marry.”


      “I know you think it’s silly, my waiting for the right man,” Arabella said with a wistful note in her voice. “But it’s all I’ve ever wanted since I was a child.”


      Arabella could be such a giddy featherhead. Except for her obsession of finding the right man, ideas floated in and out of her mind like dandelion puffs.


      “And what if he’s not rich, like one of the Grafen?” Zdenka asked. Because if the right man wasn’t rich, the once wealthy and noble Waldners would be homeless, as well as penniless. And Zdenka was determined to not let that happen.


      “Then I'll make a practical and good match. I know what's expected of me, and I'll live up to my obligation,” Arabella said, affecting the more elevated tone and accent pervasive of Viennese upper class.


      She had changed into a husband-hunter again. Zdenka missed the carefree sister who laughed from her belly, skipped when she was happy, and let her hair trail down her back. This Arabella, in her heavy emerald brocade gown that fit her like a second skin, was almost unrecognizable.


      The fiaker jostled over a hole in the cobblestones. Arabella’s head bumped against the side of the carriage, mussing her hair. “I’ll have to make a trip to the ladies robing room to straighten myself out.”


      “Not a problem I have.” Zdenka touched her curls and winced, missing her once-long braids. Sacrificing her waves of russet hair was the only thing she disliked about being a young man. She consoled herself with the certainty her hair would grow back.


      Their carriage pulled up to the palais of one of Vienna's most infamous hostesses, Gräfin Thea Prokovsky. Arabella gave her fluttery Viennese laugh. “Let's not spoil the evening bemoaning a marriage of necessity. Let's enjoy ourselves, shall we, brother?”


      Zdenka leapt out of the carriage, flipped the step down, and helped Arabella descend. As usual, heads turned to watch her. With Arabella on her elbow, the two started up the marble stairs. In front of them, an elderly man slipped and collapsed down on one knee with a groan of pain.


      A strapping soldier quickly brushed past them, took the stairs two at a time, and helped the man to his feet. The soldier bent his head to speak to the old man. He brushed the knee of his trousers and steadied the man until he resumed climbing the stairs under his own power.


      The soldier turned. For a moment, he peered—not at Arabella—but for once, at Zdenka. Lamplight fell across his face, turning his features to sharp angles and shadows. His narrow-eyed gaze seemed wary and challenging.


      Something in Zdenka bubbled like hot butter on a griddle. The sensation was not altogether unpleasant, but it was unfamiliar and confusing.


      Men were unnecessary.


      Weren’t they?


    


  




  

    

      

        

          Chapter 2


        


      


    


    

      Lieutenant Matteo von Ritter’s eye twitched, and the scar at his temple throbbed. He leaned against the wall until the pain receded somewhat. Considering what other soldiers around Vienna had endured, his pain was of little consequence. A few headaches and diminished night vision were nothing. He squared his shoulders. No matter how great the pain, he would surmount it. That’s what soldiers did. Push down the pain, ignore it, forget how it happened.


      If only he could remember how he’d received his wounds, perhaps it might ease his conscience.


      Taking a deep, steadying breath, he strode into the familiar, glittering drawing room of his aunt’s palais. Soldiers milled about the room. Like him, they all had the questionable good fortune to return from the Battle of Königgratz. After arriving home from the battlefield, a party was the last place he wanted to be, but he couldn’t let his aunt Thea down. A string quartet played the Blue Danube waltz, and the melody caressed his ear and slowed his heartbeat. The new gas chandelier cast a warm glow over the crowd, reflected off the gilt mirrors, and gleamed on the wine-red brocade drapes.


      Wine red. Thank God, not blood red.


      He searched the crowd for his aunt, the Gräfin Thea von Ritter Prokovsky, but there was only a sea of ladies waltzing in the arms of their dashing escorts. Light glimmered over the whirling satin skirts and made the backs of his eyes ache. The chattering of the crowd grated against his bones. Vibration in the floor reminded him of the way the earth shook under the bombardment of Prussian cannonballs.


      He waved over the footman carrying a tray of champagne flutes. First order of business: make sure the fellow kept up a steady supply of the mind-numbing drink so he could get through the evening.


      As was expected, his cousin Edward was on the other side of the room, wooing a gaggle of beauties. Edward was his slightly older, libertine cousin. He never met a woman he didn’t try to seduce, although he preferred married ones so that permanent entanglements never became an issue. Edward, like other members of the Viennese aristocracy, had remained in Vienna, dancing, drinking, and flirting. They didn’t know, or didn’t want to know, how close the Prussians came to overrunning all the beautiful palais’, their spacious squares and pretty parks, crushing their way of life. They didn’t know how close they came to losing everything. How close they came to death. How many good men had died so these people wouldn’t have to forego evenings like this?


      Since the war with the Prussians, nothing had changed in Vienna.


      Only Matteo had changed.


      Aunt Thea’s throaty voice carried through the crowd. She was across the room, lambasting the French ambassador for the failure of the French to come to Austria’s aid when Kaiser Wilhelm invaded Austrian territory. The poor ambassador was backed up against a statue with no avenue of escape.


      Matteo crossed the room to Aunt Thea. Seeing him, she paused her tirade, gasped, and threw open her arms wide. Her generous embrace flooded him with the sense of safety he had known growing up in this home.


      She held his face in her hands, tears in her eyes. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come back.”


      She turned her cheek for his kiss and he gladly obliged.


      “I only returned last night. I had to at least clean up before I made an appearance.” He gestured to the room with his champagne flute. “Nice of you to invite so many of the returned soldiers.”


      “Someone must do something for them,” she said, her tone acid with righteous indignation. “The Emperor seems to have forgotten them entirely. A party isn’t much, but it’s the least I can do.”


      A fearsomely intelligent, diminutive woman with a tongue like a horsewhip, Thea had raised Matteo when his parents were killed in a carriage crash. He adored her. She championed every injustice, ignored propriety, and spoke without reserve. Even though her hair was shot through with silver and wrinkles traced her forehead, her brilliance and fearlessness made her one of the handsomest women in the room.


      At that moment, Matteo’s eye chose to twitch. He blinked fast and hard to still the infernal thing.


      Thea leaned closer to inspect his face. “Have you something in your eye?”


      “Only a cinder of some sort.” Rubbing his eye, he turned away to stop his aunt’s questioning stare. Nothing another glass of champagne couldn't cure. He waved the footman over and exchanged his empty glass for a full one.


      Fräulein Drossler, a husband-shopping debutante, swept past. Her brazen, appreciative glance down Matteo's frame culminated with a lingering gaze of invitation.


      Matteo appreciated the dangerous dip of her neckline and her narrow-cinched waist. She was tall and comely, with upturned brown eyes and a lascivious pout, but Matteo couldn’t seem to will his body to respond with desire. Something about her left him cold.


      Thea raised an eyebrow and smiled knowingly as the young woman passed. “No one has offered for her hand.”


      He looked at his aunt reprovingly. “She, as most of these women, are only seeking men with a good pedigree or a fortune. I have neither.”


      A string quartet broke into an arrangement of a duet, “Bei Männer, welche Liebe fühlen,” from Mozart’s opera, The Magic Flute, Matteo’s favorite tune. The lilt of the strings floated out of the music room, wrapped around Matteo’s heart, and eased the wire of tension running up the back of his neck. He recalled the words to the duet.


      For men who feel love, a good heart too, is never lacking.


      The high purpose of love proclaims there is nothing higher than wife and man.


      The violins, viola, and cello, traded the melody back and forth like a feather on a breeze, filling the room with Mozart’s unquenchable joy. It was such a hopeful, happy tune. For what seemed like the first time since he had returned, Matteo smiled to himself.


      Thea smiled up at him. “I requested they play that for you.”


      “Thank you, but I suspect the Mozart wasn’t the only reason you wanted me here this evening.”


      Thea threw her head back and laughed unabashedly. “Gräfin Arabella Waldner, the queen of the Season, is coming tonight. I want to introduce you.”


      “Ah ha,” he laughed. “I knew it.”


      She gave him an innocent-seeming smile. “Can you blame me? I’ve given up on Edward ever settling down, and I thought a young woman might lighten your spirit in a way not even Mozart can.”


      The champagne was beginning to do its work. Matteo’s shoulders relaxed. Faces softened. Eyes were less accusatory, voices less abrasive. A few more drinks and he might feel almost normal again.


      “I suppose it won’t hurt,” Matteo said. “Is she as beautiful and intelligent as you? Educated? Well-read?”


      “I’m glad you have such high standards.” Thea sighed in mock dismay. “But you may have to settle for pretty.”


      “Why is she the queen of the Season?” He motioned for the footman with the champagne again and sensed Thea’s silent condemnation as he tossed back the drink.


      “She is gorgeous, sweet-natured, charming, and unattached.”


      “As are you,” Matteo said.


      “But not for my lack of trying,” said Prince Dimitry Vladimir Gornostaev as he strode up.


      The Prince was Thea’s much-younger Russian lover, with whom she lived openly. Her defiance of all social conventions had earned her the reputation of being scandalous. Consequently, she had been exiled from many Society drawing rooms. The Prince was short, witty, and darkly handsome. His thick brown hair was combed back over his boxy head, and he wore a sharply trimmed beard. Best of all, he loved Thea.


      The Prince shook Matteo’s hand. “The woman she’s trying to get you to notice has arrived. She is in the ladies’ robing room and will make her appearance momentarily. The brother, her chaperone, is waiting in the foyer.”


      “Thank you, my darling,” Thea said to the Prince. “She is perfect for Matteo.”


      The Prince gave Matteo a long-suffering look then said to Thea, “You are the most meddlesome, forthright woman in the world, and I love you.” The Prince kissed her soundly on the mouth, causing several guests to stare.


      Matteo was touched by these signs of affection. Theirs was the kind of love he wanted, not the stormy relationship of his long-dead parents.


      “Lead the way, General,” Matteo teased. He winged his arm at Thea and escorted her through the crowd.


      In the foyer stood a strangely lovely young man.


      “Graf Zdenko Waldner,” Thea said. “How nice of you to come. I’d like to introduce my nephew, Lieutenant Matteo von Ritter, Fifth Regiment of the Imperial Cavalry.”


      There was a flash of recognition in the young man’s eyes. They’d seen one another outside on the stairs.


      Matteo was stunned by his angelic face. Matteo was definitely the sort who preferred women, but the young man was startlingly—well, there was no other way to put it—Graf Zdenko Waldner was pretty. Not just pretty, but almost alluring. Sensuous even. He had creamy skin and his cheekbones looked as though they had been smeared with peaches. Other men weren’t pretty. They were handsome, rugged, leathery, or even lumpish, and they didn’t have lush lower lips, like Zdenko. Men didn’t have such thick brown lashes on their green eyes. Matteo had never seen dancing amber flecks in another man’s eyes.


      Matteo was embarrassed at his thoughts. Had that bullet to his temple done something to his male parts as well? Since returning from the war, it was the first thought he’d had that resembled something like lust.


      But pretty Graf Waldner was a sartorial disaster. His ginger curls were plastered to his head with enough pomade to grease a pig. His overlarge coat had frayed sleeves and was missing buttons. Trousers sagged at his knees, and his floppy vest reminded Matteo of a scarecrow.


      Or of the white Carrera marble statue of the Adonis in the museum. Matteo was shocked when the word ‘nudity’ passed through his mind.


      His reaction made no sense whatsoever.


      Thea stared at him, her eyebrows raised, a look of alarm on her face.


      Matteo blinked. Graf Waldner had his hand out, blushing like a schoolgirl. Matteo wasn’t sure if he should bow or shake his hand. Thea slipped her hand into his elbow and pinched.


      “I’ve come with my sister. She’s fixing her hair,” Graf Waldner was saying.


      Matteo managed a smile, but not a single word came to mind.


      Thea turned to Phillipe, the head butler, to discuss some logistical matters pertaining to the party leaving Matteo alone with Graf Waldner. The young man took a few steps into the drawing room. His eyes swept the room.


      “So many soldiers,” he murmured in his peculiar voice. “I’ve seen so many wounded men in Vienna since the war ended. I hope much is being done to take care of them.” He turned his green eyes to Matteo. “Your aunt said you were in the cavalry.”


      Matteo nodded.


      “I read in Die Zeitung that the cavalry was decimated at Königgratz. I’m sorry if you lost friends.”


      No one wanted to know. Didn’t ask. But the first words out of this soft young man were words which Matteo had waited to hear since he’d returned.


      Graf Waldner’s attractive mouth opened and closed. “Pardon me if I’ve spoken out of turn.”


       ”Not at all. It’s kind of you to think of it,” Matteo said. “No one knows what it was like, and even we soldiers want to forget.”


      But then, there were things he wanted, needed to remember, but could not.
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      Zdenka’s heart sped up. When she least expected it, the evening had become much more interesting. This was the same handsome soldier she had seen help the old man up from the steps outside.


      Matteo von Ritter was strapping and clearly toughened by months on the battlefield. His jacket snugged over his powerful shoulders, but he had tightened his uniform belt several notches to gather the extra fabric. Chestnut hair tumbled across his forehead, accenting vigilant brown eyes. His hair barely covered a jagged scar at his temple. His trousers stretched over long legs, bulked with muscle earned, no doubt, by riding in the cavalry. He had hollows in his cheeks, an angular chin, and skin tawny from the sun. His dark eyes darting around the room, as if wary of attack, gave him a haunted aspect. For some reason, Zdenka was compelled to reach out and comfort him.


      Inside, it was as if cold water sloshed against her ribs, turned to steam, and rushed out again. As she waited for Arabella to return, the cycle of cold and steam cycled faster and faster.


      Finally, Arabella appeared from the robing room. Lieutenant von Ritter’s eyes immediately, and predictably, latched on to her.


      Their hostess, Thea something-or-other, made introductions, but Zdenka only heard the lilting melody of the string quartet.


      “How kind of you to invite us, Viscountess.” Arabella dipped a curtsy.


      The Viscountess said, “I deplore formality. You must call me Thea. All my friends do and it’s far better than the names my detractors call me.” Her throaty laugh was unaffected and genuine.


      The Lieutenant gazed down at his aunt with obvious affection.


      What a kind smile he had.


      “Please call me Arabella and my brother Zdenko,” Arabella said.


      So far, so good. Last week, Arabella had slipped and used the feminine version of her name and blushed right up to the tips of her ears.


      Matteo bowed deeply. “And I would be honored if you would call me Matteo.”


      “Why don't you introduce Arabella and Zdenko to our other guests, Matteo,” said Thea.


      Matteo offered Arabella his arm and escorted her into the drawing room. Zdenka tripped along after them, following not only because she wanted to protect her sister’s reputation, but because she wanted to be near Matteo.


      He turned and stared at Zdenka with such intensity, she took a step back. His eyes reduced her mind to the consistency of cold porridge. What if he recognized she wasn’t a boy? Did he notice something? Perhaps her bindings had come loose. Or her unmanageable hair had betrayed her secret. She dropped her glove on the parquet floor to avoid his scrutiny.


      “The resemblance between you and your brother is remarkable,” Matteo said.


      Arabella said lightly, “I don’t think you would mistake one of us for the other.”


      “Most certainly not,” Matteo said.


      Zdenka wished her smile sparkled like Arabella’s, that she could be fluffy and flirty. How lovely if Matteo von Ritter smiled back at her the way he smiled at Arabella.


      Where had those thoughts come from?


      He was handsomer than any of Arabella’s other suitors. Judging from this gilt-covered, satin-draped palais, he must be monied. He was unmarried. Handsome. Kind. He would make a fine husband for Arabella. If Zdenka wasn’t so interested in him.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          Chapter 3


        


      


    


    

      When he’d first arrived, Matteo had been acutely aware of the chaffing chatter, the cloying ladies’ perfume, the shoes scraping against the marble floor, and all he had wanted to do was flee. But Arabella provided a beautiful distraction. Her exquisitely fitted gown displayed her petite figure. Brother and sister shared the same high cheekbones, russet hair, slightly pointed chin, and startling green eyes flecked with gold and long dark lashes.


      Zdenko was the tall, lithe, effeminate version of Arabella, but he carried himself with the stiff awkwardness of a man much younger, as if he wasn’t used to his body. Earlier, on the street outside, Zdenko had returned Matteo’s gaze with his own boldly masculine one, but his voice betrayed a girlish character, and he had yet to grow a single whisker.


      Enchanting as Arabella was, it was Zdenko who disturbed Matteo, and this made Matteo want to get away from the young man.


      Matteo asked, “Are you enjoying Fasching?”


      “Oh, yes.” Arabella stared off across the room at someone.


      Zdenko said, “We've been on sleigh rides, to balls, teas, soirees, parties, the theater, the opera and several masses at St. Stephan’s. Such a huge cathedral!”


      Matteo hoped the young man would find some attractive young lady to dance with and leave him alone with Arabella for a minute or two. “What did you find most memorable?” he asked Arabella.


      Annoyingly, again, Zdenko piped up. “I liked Wagner's opera, Tristan und Isolde, the most. I love the way the orchestra builds and builds and builds to the earth-shattering climax.”


      At the words ‘earth-shattering climax,’ a deep flush crept up Arabella’s neck. However annoying Zdenko’s presence, he knew his music.


      “Wagner’s music is splendid, but his anti-Semitism is despicable,” Matteo said.


      Arabella’s eyes were dreamy. “Mostly, I loved the story’s romance. How Isolde loves Tristan so much, she leaves her entire world behind and, in the end, dies of love for him.”


      Zdenko’s tone was derisive when he said, “Would have been more interesting if she’d realized she didn’t need Tristan.”


      “But then there would be no love story,” Arabella said. “And everyone loves a happy ending.”


      That Arabella was a romantic, fairy-tale-believing woman, for some reason, endeared her to Matteo. Despite his protestations about the ignorance of pretty women and his insistence on an intelligent, surprising woman, he found Arabella’s grace and softness alluring. The velvet of her voice and the swells and curves of her body piqued something in him that wasn’t exactly lust.


      Perhaps it was because he’d been away from charm and beauty and sleeping in tents among smelly soldiers for so long, that Arabella’s sweetness captivated him.


      He glanced at Zdenko and a surge of something not exactly pure, sped through him. His reaction so unnerved Matteo that he had an urge to escape the young man.


      “It's quite noisy in here, would you like to go somewhere quiet to sit?” Matteo asked.


      Arabella nodded.


      He escorted her to a pair of unoccupied chairs in a solitary corner beside the bookcase. Zdenko followed close behind, clinging like a barnacle. Matteo was glad for a respite from the crowd and the pleasure of Arabella’s company.


      Several young ladies passed by and batted their eyes at young Zdenko, but he shyly avoided their glances.


      “Wouldn't you like to dance with some of the ladies?” Matteo asked. “There are plenty to choose from. I could intro—”


      “Oh, no, no.” Zdenko gasped and blanched like a scared schoolboy. He grabbed a book from the shelf and buried his nose in it.


      Just being around Arabella made Matteo feel lightness spark in his chest. “Do you like to read?” Matteo asked Arabella.


      The gold flecks in her eyes twinkled. “I’ve been reading Jane Austen’s books. I like the way she pokes fun at the aristocracy. Despite all their bumbling, mistakes, and understanding, everyone finds true love in the end.”


      Matteo waved an open palm around the room at the guests. “Ah, true love. I’m not sure that enters into many of the marriage contracts of present company.”


      “You sound skeptical. Do you disapprove of marriage?” Arabella said. “Surely there are some love matches to be made amongst the guests.”


      How could he not be skeptical? Being loved and loving in return required allowing oneself to be known. If anyone besides Kurt and Luther knew the truth about Matteo’s disastrous performance on the battlefield, they would find him as unlovable as he thought himself. Love played no part in his future, as far as he could tell.


      Fool. Don’t be a boor.


      He made an effort to lighten his tone, or at least sound less bitter. “I don’t disapprove of marriage. It’s perfect for many people. Do you believe in true love?”


      “Of course. I thought everyone did.” Arabella sounded slightly wounded. “The right man, or woman, will turn up if you wait and know what you’re seeking.”


      Glancing up from his book, Zdenko interrupted again. He spoke pointedly to Arabella. “But sometimes, the person you think you want isn’t really the right one for you. Sometimes, you really need someone else.”


      Arabella ignored her brother. “Have you never been in love?” Arabella asked Matteo.


      The question caught him entirely off guard. “Not exactly.”


      “But you could be, couldn’t you?” Zdenko asked.


      Why didn’t Zdenko go off and drink champagne elsewhere?


      Matteo gazed at Arabella. “I’m not immune to the charms of the right woman.”


      Arabella’s lush lips curved into a smile. To his dismay, she glanced away, and he sensed a wall drop between them. She was shutting him out, and he wasn’t one to storm the battlements.


      A drink was called for. Luckily, a footman carrying a tray of champagne glasses passed by. Matteo handed two glasses to his guests and took one for himself. Without thinking, he drained his in one go and set it on a table.


      He was aware of Zdenko studying him.


      “When did you return from the Front?”


      Matteo’s eye twitched. “Yesterday.”


      Somber, Zdenko replaced the book on the shelf slowly and with care. “How can the wounded soldiers recuperate in this sooty, crowded, noisy city? They need fresh air and quiet.”


      “I doubt that will help all of them,” Matteo said.


      Arabella’s vague smile became frozen on her face. Matteo followed her gaze to see Graf Dominik lumbering through the guests. Sweat beaded Dominik’s piggish face as he bowed to Arabella. “Arabella, how delightful to see you.”


      Matteo stood to greet the lout.


      Instead of acknowledging Matteo, Dominik plopped his corpulence into the spot vacated by Matteo. “Thank you for the chair,” he snuffled.


      Perhaps the legs would give way. He was spectacularly ill-mannered for nobility.


      “How lovely to see you again,” Arabella said, greeting him with a breath-taking smile.


      She hadn’t smiled at him that way. How could she stand Dominik? Women were so changeable; it was confusing.


      “Did you miss me? I certainly missed you.” Dominik slathered a kiss on Arabella's hand.


      He should have taken to the stage, except he had excessive perspiration, breath like rotten potatoes, and worse manners.


      “Are you enjoying yourself?” Dominik didn’t take his eyes off Arabella for a second.


      “We were enjoying a pleasant conversation with the Lieutenant here,” Zdenko answered.


      Matteo took pleasure in Zdenko’s slightly edgy reply. Dominik had always been an oaf, but a rich oaf whose fortune allowed him the attention of the ladies.


      “Oh, yes,” Dominik said. Not bothering to stand, he extended his hand to Matteo.


      Such pure-bred loutishness gave the aristocracy a bad reputation.


      “Congratulations, by the way, on making it back alive from the war.” Dominik clucked his tongue like an old woman. “Abysmal failure, wasn't it?”


      Matteo stiffened. “Particularly for the soldiers who died.” He wanted to add defending pompous fools like you but, in deference to Arabella, he held his tongue.


      In the music room the string quartet struck up the Strauss’s “Farewell to St. Petersburg” waltz.


      “Will you dance?” Dominik pleaded with Arabella, in the tone of a spoiled five-year-old.


      “I believe the host gets to dance with her first,” Matteo said, taking her hand and not bothering to disguise his disdain.


      Batting her thick lashes at Dominik, Arabella called over her shoulder, “I’ll dance with you next, liebchen.”


      Feeling slightly smug, Matteo bowed before Arabella. He placed his hand decorously in the small of her back and resisted the ungentlemanly temptation to pull her closer.


      Zdenko slouched against the bookcase, his eyes watching their every move. Something about the brother…something…bothered him about the young man. And that internal disruption unnerved Matteo.


      Waltzing around the room, the music buoyed Matteo, momentarily unburdened him in a way he hadn’t experienced since returning from the war. He wondered at his attraction to her. She was graceful, dainty almost. She was also romantic, hopeful, and believed in love, which he didn’t. At least not love for him. Not yet.


      Still, he found himself inexplicably drawn to her.


      Somehow, the weight of Arabella’s diminutive hand on his shoulder seemed to reach down and touch his heart. A heart, since the war, he'd given up for dead.
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      After their dance, Matteo relinquished Arabella to Graf Dominik who was waiting like a slavering animal where he’d left him. Next, she danced with Graf Lamoral, a foppish dandy with social ambitions to rival a woman’s, and Graf Elemer, who was old enough to be her father and richer than the Emperor.


      Matteo propped himself against a doorframe and watched Arabella. It seemed as if some inner light in her had dimmed. A trio of young ladies started toward Zdenko and he ducked behind a statue.


      Matteo chuckled.


      His cousin Edward sauntered up to him and clapped him on the back. Matteo gritted his teeth against the pain on his shoulder. His pain was nothing compared to the suffering of others.


      “Good to see you, cuz,” Edward said. “How’s the nick on your noggin?”


      “Fine, just fine,” Matteo said, downing his champagne. “Good to see you, as well. I see you haven’t slowed your pace of seduction since I left for the battle.”


      “I consider each lady a battle in her own right.” Edward gave a half-smile, lifted a glass in salutation at a dark-eyed, generous-bosomed beauty crossing the room.


      Matteo marveled how his cousin could communicate lust, thanks, and greetings, with just the raising of a glass and a twist of the corner of his mouth. These were skills Matteo had never acquired.


      “Why so down in the mouth?” Edward asked.


      Arabella whirled around the dance floor in the arms of Graf Elemer. As they passed, Matteo had the urge to trip the old goat.


      Edward followed his gaze. “Ah! Now I understand. You’ve been smitten with the prize of the Season. Gräfin Arabella Waldner.”


      “Unlike you, I don’t think of women as prizes,” Matteo said.


      “I simply like variety,” Edward said, putting on his most innocent face. “So, despite all your protestations of pretty girls being uninteresting, you have fallen under Arabella’s spell.”


      Edward’s triumphant smugness made Matteo laugh. Even though they were so different, no one knew him as well as Edward. “All right. I concede, she's delightful, seems clever and well-read. She’s graceful and charming. Oh, I nearly forgot ravishing.”


      Across the room, the three Grafen buzzed around her like hornets at a nest. “What about those three?” Matteo asked.


      “Gossip is she has offers of marriage from each of them.”


      “Then I may as well relinquish the field now.” Matteo straightened up and prepared to leave. “No need to pursue a woman who is already practically engaged.”


      “Just because she has suitors doesn't mean she wouldn't consider you.” Edward’s voice was suggestive of intrigue.


      “I’m a lowly soldier of no title or fortune. How can I get her to notice me?” Matteo scoffed.


      Edward snorted. “You soldiers. You think only of the direct approach.”


      “It is the most honest.”


      “Women are well defended because they expect the head-on attack.” Edward lowered his voice. “You must use stealth, connivance, trickery, the oblique maneuver. You must woo them.” He pointed to Zdenko hiding behind a statute. “The brother is your entrée to the boudoir of the Gräfin Arabella Waldner.”


      Matteo's head snapped back. “Her boudoir is not my target.” Then, “Well…not immediately, anyway. I’d like to make her acquaintance first.”


      “Do you or do you not want a chance at courting Arabella?”


      Matteo had to admit Edward was far more experienced with women than he. He'd had a few dalliances, but Edward made a hobby out of seduction and pursuit. However, Matteo didn't want a dalliance. He wanted an honest woman who could surprise him with her originality; a woman with a mind of her own. Someone like Aunt Thea. Arabella seemed like such a woman, but he couldn’t be sure unless he got to know her better. “All right, what battle plan would you suggest, General D'amour?”


      “Her chaperone, the brother, is where part one of my scheme comes in. He is the one you must impress. Make him your ally. Get to know him.” Edward set his glass on a passing footman’s tray.


      “He's not my type.”


      Or was he?


      “Think of him as the sentry to her, uh, virtue. All chaperones hold the key.”


      “You should know,” Matteo conceded. His eye twitched. He rubbed it and it stilled.


      Concern flooded Edward’s face. “Are you all right?”


      “Nothing another glass of champagne can’t cure,” Matteo said.


      The footman with the champagne paused as Matteo reached for another glass. Edward gently plucked at his sleeve. Matteo scorched him with a glare and yanked his arm away. Edward hadn’t been moved by patriotism to set foot on a battlefield so who was he to deny Matteo the calm found at the bottom of a champagne glass?


      Unwaveringly, Edward met Matteo’s gaze. There was only concern and brotherly love in Edward’s eyes. Matteo resisted the champagne and let the footman pass. “What about the brother?”


      Edward pointed at Zdenko. “Looks like he dressed in clothes out of a rubbish bin. Take him out and civilize him. Befriend him. He hides from girls practically begging him to ask them to dance. I doubt he even knows how. Show him how to be a distinguished gentleman. Invite him places, teach him how to hold a fork, take him riding and fencing, use Mama's box at the theater and the opera. Take him to the burlesque at Rue Divorcee.”


      “I most certainly will not!” Matteo said, appalled. “Those girls wear hardly any clothing at all.”


      “That’s the whole point,” Edward said.


      “How am I to get him to do all this?” Matteo asked. “He'll be with his sister most of the time.”


      “Invite him during the day or early evening. From him, you discover where Arabella's engagements are, who she's calling on, and so on. Then you happen to appear there. If you have trouble gaining entry to a house, send me word and I'll finagle an invitation for you.” Edward frowned and muttered, “Except not from Madame Druzay.” He rubbed his chin. “Or Fraulein Brüder. And probably not Gräfin Kotlavarisch.”


      Matteo laughed. “You should have been a spy. It's all quite devious.”


      “Of course, it is. That's why I know it works. It took me two months of these sorts of machinations to endear myself to a certain Principessa Ricciardi of Lucca.” A dreamy smile transformed Edward's face. “And it was worth the entire two month’s work.”


      “As much as I want to court Arabella, I’m not going to stoop to lying and trickery. I despise that sort of thing. I won’t be false in any way.”


      Edward smacked his forehead. “Ah, yes. I forgot. You're honest one hundred percent of the time. I’m not suggesting you bribe the lad. Simply make friends with him. You like doing good deeds, don't you? Get him a decent haircut—doesn't appear to need a shave—and a handsome set of clothes. The ladies will appreciate the improvements.”


      The whole business rankled Matteo. But Arabella seemed like the sort of woman with whom he could spend a lifetime and for this reason, for a moment, he considered Edward’s scheme. “And once I've made friends with him?”


      “Then comes part two. You write a letter, which you’ll ask the brother to deliver to his sister. But not merely a letter. A love letter,” cooed Edward, affecting a woman's swooning gaze. “Women love that sort of intrigue. And if you need any help composing the letter, I'm happy to assist. I've written several that brought successful outcomes.”


      Matteo brushed a bit of lint from his shoulder and Arabella’s lavender scent rose from where her hand had lain. It still seemed an impossible chance, but she was worth it.


      He was used to undertaking a challenge but recruiting, polishing, and convincing Zdenko--a rose of a different color--had all the appeal of pouring sand into one’s underwear.
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      Zdenka tiptoed up the back steps of the Hotel Prinz to her family’s apartments, relieved to have avoided the manager's pursuit. As soon as Arabella selected a husband, all their debts would be paid, and Zdenka could enter through the front door.


      Once the servants' quarters, the Waldner’s apartment was crammed up under the attic eaves. It was like living in a henhouse. Her room, which opened directly onto the hallway next to the main living quarters, was the size of a broom closet. Arabella’s was scarcely larger. Zdenka gave the balky apartment door two hard shoves. In the sitting room, Mama and Arabella sat at a rickety round table with an odd-looking Romany woman. The three of them stared intently at cards laid out in neat rows atop a table.


      Zdenka sighed. “Mama, really?” At least this time, fortune telling didn’t involve pig entrails. What a colossal waste of their precious few coins. They didn’t need a mystic to predict that their fortunes would improve when Papa stopped gambling.


      In a reverent whisper, Mama said, “Shush, Zdenko, Madame Serena is concentrating.”


      Zdenka rolled her eyes and pushed the sagging door shut.


      Arabella’s gaze remained riveted to the cards.


      The gypsy was of indeterminate age, with hair the color of shoeblack. Her face was the color and texture of an old leather. She reeked of cigars, wine, onions, and fakery.


      Glancing about the room, Zdenka cringed at the condition of their apartment. The furnishings consisted of mismatched chairs, the wobbly table where the three women sat, a settee propped up on books, and a cold fireplace. Zdenka and Arabella's spartan rooms had thread-bare rugs, cracked mirrors, and cots so narrow that Zdenka had fallen out twice. The cramped space was no place to invite a guest, even a gypsy.


      Zdenka peeled off her hand-me-down overcoat and cap and hung them on a hook by the door. Ordinarily, she would remove her vest, but with a visitor present, she tugged it close to hide her bosom. She crept up to stand behind Mama, laid her hand on her shoulder, and peered down at the cards.


      Mama gave her hand a nervous squeeze.


      Madame Serena fixed Zdenka with an apprising glare. Zdenka’s heartbeat spiked. She had the uneasy impression the old woman could see right through her vest to the bindings beneath. Blinking like a sleepy snake, Madame Serena turned her attention back to the cards.


      Mama plucked at a hairy wart on her chin. “What do you see in Arabella's future?”


      “I zee marriage,” Madame Serena said in her raspy Romany accent.


      Zdenka choked back a laugh. “With three Grafen courting her, that isn't hard to predict.”


      “Shhh,” Mama hissed.


      The crone laid down three more cards and muttered softly in a foreign language. “But zer vill be trouble.”


      A chill crept along Zdenka’s arms. Arabella and Zdenka exchanged glances.


      Mama asked, “Will the wedding be this season?”


      “Can you make it tomorrow?” Zdenka asked.


      Arabella squinted at her.


      “Sooooon,” crooned Madame Serena.


      “Who is he?” Mama asked.


      “Zee carts zay only zat he iz not arrived. Zat he comes from far away.”


      “Another man? From far away?” Zdenka said. “He’d better hurry up. She has to decide by the end of Fasching.”


      “What else can you tell us?” Mama asked.


      “A dark man. A broooooodink man.” The gypsy spoke like a basso singing a long note. “Bik man. Mysterirrous…viz black eyes and dark hair.”


      Arabella glanced at Zdenka. “The right man,” Arabella whispered.


      “What if he mistakes someone else for you?” Zdenka said. When would Arabella give up this foolish fantasy and pick one of the three Grafen?


      “Oh dear!” exclaimed Mama. “Lamoral has light brown hair, Elemer's is silver—.”


      “Dominik has no hair, but we could get him a wig,” Zdenka said.


      Madame Serena scowled at Zdenka and rasped, “Zere vill be trouble from a younger zeeister.”


      Zdenka’s skin crawled. Her mouth went dry. Did the gypsy know she was a girl?


      Arabella gestured to Zdenka. “I have only my brother, and he would do nothing to bring shame on our family.”


      Madame Serena rose from her chair, arms outstretched, so she looked like a black crow. “You dooo not belief me?” She flapped her hand at them all. “Pffft! Den zo be it.” She stabbed her finger toward Mama, whose eyes were wide with fear. “But you vill pay de price.”


      The gypsy flung her shawl about her shoulders, hobbled to the door, and stomped out.


      Zdenka turned to Arabella and her mother. “Who does the old bat think she is, threatening us with some bizarre disaster?”


      But her stomach was cold as an icicle, then hot as a poker.
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      The last of the parishioners departed St. Stephan’s. Vespers was Matteo’s favorite services. The choirboys’ sweet, pure voices rose to the rafters and reminded him when the Fifth Calvary’s tow-headed drummer boy sang. Such a dear, innocent boy.


      The scar on Matteo’s temple throbbed.


      Father Benedict, plump as a dumpling with his tidy tonsure and spectacles perched on his pug nose, waddled down the aisle. Matteo rose from the last pew and greeted him.


      “Good evening, Matteo. Were you here during the service?”


      “Yes. Lovely singing as always.”


      Father Benedict’s eyebrows rose. “And words about forgiveness? Did they speak to you?”


      Matteo had heard them, but he didn’t deserve forgiveness. Cowardice was unforgivable. “Not tonight, Father.”


      “Keep listening. I’m sure they will.”


      “Have you any word of Luther?” Matteo asked. “I’ve looked in every boarding house, hospital, and cure spa. Discharge records reveal no address.”


      Candlelight reflected off Father Benedict’s spectacles. “Nothing. You’re sure he’s alive?”


      He wasn’t sure. Because he couldn’t remember.


      “I hope he is.” Matteo held up a heavy sack for Father Benedict. “I’ve got more supplies for Kurt. Will you take them to him?”


      Father Benedict accepted the sack and sighed. “Why don’t you take it to him yourself? It was lucky you found him. He’s grateful.”


      After several weeks of searching, Matteo had located Kurt in a flophouse, eking out a daily existence on the paltry government stipend for disabled soldiers. Matteo had contacted Father Benedict for help delivering goods to Kurt.


      “You know where he lives,” said Father Benedict. “You arranged and paid for the apartment. I’m sure he’d be happy to thank his mysterious benefactor for all you’ve done for him.”


      Matteo shook his head. He wanted to do as much as possible for Kurt before he realized Matteo was behind the money. Kurt, a former professional violinist, was a proud man. Somewhat arrogant, even. Matteo expected Kurt’s fury might cause him to refuse assistance. Who could blame him? Matteo had cost Kurt his hand.


      “Soon enough. How is his hand?”


      Father Benedict gazed at the cold stone floor; his eyes filled with sadness. “He will never play the violin again, but he’s copying music for Herr Brahms. He is grateful for the work, and he never complains. Such a cheerful fellow. Might cheer you up if you visited.” Father Benedict scratched behind his ear, knocking his spectacles askew. “Why don’t you let me tell him?”


      They’d had the same conversation several times, and Matteo wasn’t about to change his mind. Action, not religious platitudes about forgiveness, would restore his honor and make him feel worthy again.


      “I’ll be back next week.” Matteo reached into his pocket, withdrew an envelope, and laid it in Father Benedict’s hand. “For the church, Father. Thank you and good night.” Matteo slipped out the heavy wooden doors of the cathedral. He turned and waved. Father Benedict made the sign of the cross, as though he despaired for Matteo’s soul.


      Father Benedict needn’t have worried. After failing his comrades, Matteo had no soul.
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      Soon after Madame Serena swept out of the apartment, taking her odor of garlic with her, Papa shuffled in as if walking through mud, his head down. He flopped down on the armchair and held his head in his hands.


      Her father’s gloom followed him into the apartment.


      The droop of her mother’s face said it all. She knew what they all knew. Papa had lost money in yet another card game.


      “How much did you lose?” Mama asked.


      “Fifty gulders,” he whispered. “To a man they call the Argentinean. He’s a crude, cruel beast. They say he once shot a man for an unpaid debt. I couldn’t take the chance of giving him a promissory note.”


      Mama gripped the back of a chair with white knuckles. “That was our last money.” She glanced at Arabella who was still sitting at the table. “Arabella, there’s not much time.”


      Arabella’s smile pinched.


      Zdenka went to her sister and laid a hand on her shoulder. Arabella placed her hand over Zdenka’s.


      Mama’s face looked like a red-hot steam kettle ready to blow. “Can’t you stay away from the gaming tables?” she hissed at Papa. “How will we finish out the Season? I haven’t had enough money to buy a decent dress in which to chaperone Arabella all Season, and now, I can’t buy her a new dress for the Coachman’s Ball. And how will we eat, for God’s sake?”


      “Don’t worry, Mama,” Arabella said. “I’ll be fine in a dress I’ve already worn. I don’t mind, and no one will notice.”


      Zdenka glanced down at her sock and wiggled her toes. The pale skin of her big toe poked through the worn wool. At least they didn’t have to buy her a new suit.


      “We have been allowed into Society because of Arabella’s beauty, not because of our fortune or fame.” Mama stomped about the room. “It’s necessary for her to look her best, and now that’s impossible.”


      “We still have a few weeks. I know luck will find me. I just have to find the right card game.” He gazed at Arabella with his ‘sad puppy’ eyes. “Have you made a decision as to which of the Grafs you will marry? There are three. Won’t one of them do?”


      “I’m waiting for the right man,” Arabella said, sounding convinced someone would materialize out of thin air.


      It was such a foolish idea, but how could Mama and Papa deny her a few more days for the right man to appear? If the right man didn’t appear, Arabella would sacrifice to save the rest of them.


      Fear flashed in Mama’s eyes like a bird right before the cat pounces. “Without a match, we will go from penniless to homeless. The farm is indebted. The manager hasn’t been paid in months. We won’t even be able to return there.”


      Zdenka was terrified of losing the farm, as well. Keeping her promise to her grandmother depended on Arabella, but her sister deserved happiness and love.


      “The right man will be rich and handsome,” Arabella said dreamily.


      “Arabella, we have talked this over dozens of times. There is no such thing as the right man. Look at Papa and me. We have been married nearly twenty years, and we didn't see one another until two weeks before we married.”


      If Mama and Papa were an example, it wasn't in favor of marriage.


      “And what if he isn’t rich? Are you going to marry him anyway?” Papa asked, his color rising.


      Arabella straightened. “I know my duty. I will marry someone who can save our family.”


      And the farm, Zdenka wanted to add, but she kept her mouth clamped shut.


      “Then do it now, please,” Papa pleaded.


      Zdenka found herself unable to keep silent. “Papa, she has until the Coachman’s Ball …” She paused, not wanting to be disrespectful to her father, but it was his fault they were in this situation. “If you didn’t gamble away all our money, Arabella wouldn’t have to save us all from the gutter.”


      “When I make my decision, my girlhood will be over. I want it to last as long as possible, or until the right man comes,” Arabella said.


      Zdenka dressed as a boy so Arabella could have the best chance at a good match. If she had to do it all over again, she would. Arabella was dear to her. She didn’t want her sister to simply yoke herself to one of the buffoonish Grafen who were pursuing her like hounds after a fox.


      A rich love, hopefully.


      Matteo von Ritter came to mind. He was dashing. Handsome. He and Arabella made a beautiful couple. Perhaps he was the right man.


      “The Grafen have been patient and waited all Season. We need money now,” Mama said as she paced the creaky floor.


      Arabella’s mouth drew into a narrow line, a sure sign she was not going to budge. She was even more stubborn than Zdenka. Would she have as much fortitude as Arabella if it was her responsibility to save the family? No, she realized. She would not. Love made a woman chattel, and she would not relinquish her independence for even a man so handsome as Matteo von Ritter.


      “We must wait until the Coachman’s Ball,” said Zdenka.


      Mama scowled at her. “Don’t forget. Next Season will be your turn. We can’t possibly let you marry someone from Hohenruppersdorf, after all. You are a Gräfin.”


      As if being a Gräfin mattered when you didn’t have two potatoes for dinner.


      “I don’t want a turn,” Zdenka said, planting her feet firmly. “I’m sorry if I sound disrespectful, Mama, Papa, but I’m going home to put the farm on good footing. Viennese men want to live in Vienna, but my life is the farm.”


      Mama glowered at Papa. “Have you asked everyone for a loan? Tresslauer? Bauerbock? Heim? Koch? Feuertag?”


      Papa slouched deeper into the chair cushions. “Everyone. I already owe them money, and no one will help me. I’m still waiting to hear from Mandryka. He is my final hope.”


      Mama squinted at him. “Who?”


      “Mandryka. My friend from when I was in the army. As rich as the Emperor and lives in Slavonia. He has lands, forest, tenant farmers, livestock. I sent him a letter along with Arabella’s portrait. I asked him for a loan and to save my daughter and her beauty from poverty.”


      “Are you sure he’s still alive?” Mama asked.


      Papa blinked. “Oh. I hadn’t considered that he might not be.”


      Papa had lost their last bit of money. Arabella would not give up her fantasy of the right man. Mama was beside herself with worry.


      It was as if someone had stepped on a china cup that were Zdenka’s insides. If she was independent, she would never have to suffer someone else’s poor decisions. That would be real freedom. But would she really be free if her freedom was bought at the expense of Arabella’s happiness?
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