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  MORE PRAISE FOR MASKS AND SHADOWS


  “Atmospheric, suspenseful, and beautifully crafted, Masks and Shadows cost me a night of sleep because I simply couldn’t put it down. This is an utterly magical novel.”


  —Terri Windling, World Fantasy and

  Solstice Award–winning author of The Wood Wife


  “Terrific. A lush adventure fueled by music and alchemy, and peopled with irresistible characters. Masks and Shadows blends history and magic into a rich, believable love story fraught with royal intrigue. I finished it in one sitting.”


  —Donna Thorland, author of The Dutch Girl


  “Masks and Shadows stole my heart from the very first page. Set against the lush backdrop of a prince’s estate and the Habsburg Empire, this is a story rich in music and dark magic, intrigue and romance, finding the courage to be a hero, and discovering that dreams can come true.”


  —Jaime Lee Moyer, author of Against a Brightening Sky


  “Passion reigns in this vivid work of alchemy and opera! Burgis conjures a world of dazzling splendor and intrigue, then fills it with a rich cast of characters. Lush descriptions of a baroque past delight the mind’s eye while the tension mounts. In this captivating fantasy, you can almost hear the music.”


  —Elaine Isaak, author of The Singer’s Crown


  “The story . . . is not just about opera, it actually is an opera. It is filled with passion and drama, evil plots and heroic rescues, spurned wives and pouting mistresses, demon-summoning alchemists, ambitious noblemen, and the most famous castrato singer in Europe. . . . You can practically hear the operatic score as each character steps onstage and each scene progresses.”


  —Rachel Neumeier, author of The Keeper of the Mist

  and the House of Shadows series


  “A romantic dance of intrigue, wit, and derring-do, Masks and Shadows enthralls from start to finish.”


  —Justina Robson, author of Glorious Angels

  and the Quantum Gravity series
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  For my parents, with love and thanks for taking me to

  that very first opera performance, all those years ago.


  ACT ONE


  Chapter One


  1779


  “Did I tell you Niko’s invited a castrato to stay?”


  “What?” Charlotte von Steinbeck nearly spilled hot chocolate all across her silken sheets. She tightened her grip on the ridiculously fragile, overpoweringly expensive cup, and sighed. Her sister had done it on purpose, she was certain.


  Sunlight streamed in through the open windows of Charlotte’s guest bedroom, sparking off the gilded leaves that edged every blue-and-white surface and turning her sister Sophie’s unpowdered blonde hair into an utterly incongruous halo.


  “Oh, I suppose we ought to call him a musico, to be polite. But you know what they really are.” Sophie’s eyes glinted with mischief over her own raised cup. She sat on the edge of Charlotte’s bed, pressed against Charlotte’s knees with easy familiarity despite the many years they’d spent apart. “I’ve heard this one’s slept with half the grand ladies in St. Petersburg. Half the gentlemen, too, according to some gossip.”


  “How—? No, never mind. I don’t want to know.” Charlotte set down her cup carefully on her bedside table.


  Sophie had been teasing her all through the past week, ever since Charlotte had arrived at Eszterháza. She had to learn to hide her chagrin, or she’d be tarred as the naïve country mouse forever. When had her younger sister grown so sophisticated?


  Still, Charlotte couldn’t help giving in to curiosity, even if it did allow Sophie to lord it over her even more.


  “I thought that was illegal now,” Charlotte said. “Doctors aren’t allowed to perform the operation, are they?”


  “You’ve lived in Saxony for too long, Lotte.” Sophie took a long, luxurious sip of chocolate, sending the lace-trimmed silk sleeve of her negligée sliding down her fair arm. “Oh, they aren’t allowed to say that’s why they’re doing it. But in Italy, they have all sorts of marvelous excuses. ‘Bitten by a swan’ . . . ‘fell off a horse’ . . .” She paused, raising her eyebrows innocently. “Aren’t you thirsty anymore?”


  “Not really.” Charlotte topped up her cup anyway, with hot cream from the silver vase that stood on the little tray her maid had brought her. She needed sustenance to keep up with Sophie nowadays.


  Not for the first time, she wondered whether it had really been a good idea to accept her sister’s invitation. The offer had seemed so appealing when it had arrived in a gilded letter, overflowing with scented ink and kind words. After twelve long years apart, she would finally be with Sophie again—and in a refuge far from Saxony, her overbearing step-­children, and the chilliness of her new widowhood; a home, equally appealingly, that was far enough from her calculating, manipulative parents in Vienna that she might escape their new marital schemes for a year or two while she rested and regained her confidence.


  Best of all, it was the palace of the greatest magnate in Hungary, and therefore an eminently respectable option.


  From the moment she’d first arrived, it had been made abundantly clear to Charlotte that she’d been wrong about that last point.


  “Ah, well.” Sophie abandoned the teasing with a shrug. “We should have beautiful, beautiful music at any rate. Signor Morelli is rated very highly. Niko’s kapellmeister is positively bouncing with joy at the news.”


  “Herr Haydn?” Charlotte brightened. “Have you actually spoken to him? The concerts have been heavenly! I’ve played his sonatas so many times, I would love to meet him. If he ever has time . . .”


  “He’s only a musician, Lotte. If you want to meet him, then Niko will command him to attend you.” Sophie rolled her eyes. “Honestly, the way you talk . . . it’s a good thing you aren’t in Vienna with Maman. You’d be eaten by the wolves there.”


  “Or by Maman,” Charlotte murmured into her cup.


  For a moment, their laughter mingled. It couldn’t last, though. The memory of their mother only brought the specter of her disapproval into the room. Charlotte couldn’t meet her sister’s eyes.


  The one name that Sophie had never mentioned since Charlotte’s arrival was the single name Charlotte had most expected to hear. Charlotte’s own husband had been too ill for her to make the long trip to Vienna for Sophie’s wedding to Friedrich von Höllner, three and a half years earlier. Charlotte had read reams of description from her mother, though, who had been more than contented with the match and eager to pass on all the details of their new in-laws’ social standing. Charlotte had received even more letters when Sophie was invited to live at Eszterháza as a lady-in-waiting to the Princess Esterházy while Friedrich took up an honorary post with the Prince.


  Charlotte had never imagined, in her weeks of jolting coach travel across half the empire, that she would arrive at Eszterháza to find her brother-in-law mysteriously absent and her younger sister publicly ensconced as Prince Nikolaus Esterházy’s acknowledged mistress.


  “New visitors should liven things up, anyway.” Sophie yawned delicately and rose to her feet in a flutter of lace. “I must be off, Lotte. Dinner is in only three hours, and my maid hasn’t even started on my hair yet.” She narrowed her eyes at her sister. “And as for yours . . .”


  “I’m sure I’ll find something to occupy my time.” Charlotte matched her sister’s stare evenly.


  Charlotte might indeed be a widow, crossed into her thirties and living on her sister’s lover’s hospitality . . . but Sophie was in error if she thought her older sister could be bullied into complete submission.


  “Of course,” Sophie murmured. “Perhaps you can practice your music.”


  “Perhaps.” Charlotte took another deep sip of chocolate as she watched her sister waft out of the room. She could almost feel the weight of soft draperies lifting off her.


  The end of her marriage, despite all its attendant grim misery, had felt as if it might signal her awakening at last from the long and clouded dream that her life had somehow become. Even now, Charlotte often felt herself only half-awake, as if some indefinable essence had disappeared, or wasted away from lack of use, and she no longer knew how to regain it.


  Still, she knew enough to see that she’d never find her own way again if she allowed herself to become only her sister’s latest toy. This palace could far too easily become a gilded prison.


  And now a castrato was coming to stay . . .


  Charlotte shook her head ruefully as she set down the chocolate and rang for her maid.


  Eszterháza was anything but what she had expected.


  [image: ]


  “This is wild country indeed.” The English traveler, Edmund Guernsey, lifted a scented handkerchief to his nose and leaned away from the carriage window with a shudder. “I wonder that you gentlemen would brave such dismal surroundings for pleasure. The smell alone is torture!”


  Carlo Morelli, the most famous castrato in Europe, looked out his own window at the clusters of straw huts that dotted the harsh brown landscape. In the distance, high walls surrounded Eszterháza Palace, home of the wealthiest nobleman in Hungary. The contrast was . . . instructive, to say the least.


  Only two nights ago, in Vienna, an idealistic young poet had ranted at Carlo for an hour about the wonders of the shining new Enlightenment that would soon make all of Europe a paradise. That news had plainly not yet reached the Esterházys’ serfs. The men and women who worked outside looked like skeletons, digging hopelessly for roots in the dry, arid ground, their thin frames bent by the wind that swept across the plains. Carlo had never seen such wretched poverty, even in the village where he’d grown up. Yet it was only the smell of the pigs’ filth that bothered Guernsey?


  Across from both of them, Ignaz von Born let out a short laugh that twisted his thin, ascetic features. “You’ll find Eszterháza rather different from the rest of the Hungarian plains, my friend. It is quite the Versailles of our empire . . . apart from the Empress’s own Schönbrunn palace, of course.”


  “Every prince has his own Versailles nowadays,” Carlo said quietly. “I’ve sung in most of them.”


  “And better, I’m sure.” Guernsey leaned forward eagerly. “You’ve sung for the Sublime Porte in Constantinople, have you not?”


  Carlo leaned back slightly, keeping his fixed smile. “And the tsarina in St. Petersburg.”


  “A happier choice.” Von Born fixed Carlo with his glittering gaze. “Our co-regent, Emperor Joseph, is none too happy with the Turks, these days.”


  “Really?” Carlo said. “I thought he’d be happier than ever, now that they’ve displayed such weakness before the Russian armies. The gossip in St. Petersburg was that he and the tsarina together might well carve up a new Ottoman Empire for themselves . . . if only they can create an expedient political excuse to do it.”


  “You’re in Habsburg lands now, my friend.” Von Born wrapped his bony hands around the elegant, ornamental walking stick that he held even while sitting in the carriage—an odd affectation for a man who seemed otherwise uninterested in fashion. “I would judge your words well.”


  “Yet I am no Habsburg citizen, and music knows no borders.” Carlo met his gaze and felt, more than saw, the flinch that ran through both men at the high, sweet tone of his voice.


  A freak. It was how most saw him. Every bone in von Born’s aristocratic body probably felt the twinge of repulsion, yet his face retained its normal hauteur. Guernsey, on the other hand . . . Carlo had met his type too often to be surprised any more. That sort of man couldn’t hide the fascination that matched the repulsion. Left to his own devices, he would probably ask to see if there was still a scar left from the operation, all those years ago.


  Carlo thought back to the scarecrow farmers toiling outside. Better to be a freak, and fêted by kings, than to lead that life. If his parents hadn’t listened to their village organist and taken the risk, he might well be dead by now of starvation or any one of the creeping diseases that ran amok in poor farming communities. Who would want the ability to bring more children into such circumstances?


  He met von Born’s gaze full-on and smiled gently. Von Born might be an aristocrat, but Carlo’s voice had carried him into greater palaces than the old man’s noble birth ever could.


  Von Born coughed and looked away. “Is this your first visit to Eszterháza, Signor Morelli?”


  “It is.”


  “You’ll find it a wonderland of culture after this dreary countryside.” He raised his walking stick to gesture at the massive building taking shape before them. “Operas and concerts beyond compare, and one of the finest art collections in the world.”


  “And are you here on business or pleasure, Herr von Born?” Carlo asked gently.


  Von Born stiffened. “I beg your pardon?”


  “Our friend Mr. Guernsey is writing his book of travels, are you not, sir?”


  Beside Carlo, the little man twitched. “It has been my dream for a long time to surpass Dr. Burney’s memoirs. He wrote well about music, but he could not understand the cultures.”


  “Indeed.”


  Carlo kept his lips firm with an effort. Guernsey—if that was indeed his name—must have worked long and hard on his English accent. It was exceedingly rare to find a German native who could mimic it so well. Carlo, though, had spent a year in London, singing at Kew Palace and at the Haymarket Theater. He would swear on his kingly salary there that this little man had never set foot in England in his life.


  King Frederick of Prussia had spies already scattered throughout most of Europe. Had the Esterházys attracted his rapacious attention now, as well?


  “So.” Carlo inclined his head politely to the aristocrat across from him. “We have all, I’m sure, heard stories of your amazing feats of alchemy, sir. I only wondered whether your trip was purely for pleasure, or if you were planning a—shall we say, professional retreat?”


  Von Born’s lips thinned. “The philosophical quest is a matter of passion, sir, not ‘business’ . . . much like the pursuit of great music, I would imagine.”


  “Of course,” Carlo murmured. He noted to himself, however, as the carriage slowed, that von Born had refrained from answering his question.


  The title of “alchemist” covered a multitude of sins, in Carlo’s experience. Von Born presented himself as a natural philosopher and student of minerology, and in earlier life had become famous for his scientific experiments . . . yet his fingers, now wrapped around his ever-present walking stick, no longer displayed the tell-tale stains of laboratory work.


  Perhaps his passions were leading him in other directions, nowadays.


  “We’ve arrived!” Guernsey nearly bounced in his seat. “Eszterháza itself!”


  Marble pillars soared high into the air around them. Uniformed servants pulled open a wrought-iron gate to reveal the palace itself, opening before them. Eszterháza’s golden body and front wings formed three sides of a giant square, enclosing a front courtyard filled with rippling fountains, a wide reflecting pool, and classical statues that gazed coolly down at the approaching carriage. Carlo leaned back in his seat and smiled as the golden walls of the palace closed around them.


  The most notorious alchemist in Europe and a probable Prussian spy rode in the carriage with him.


  This might well be an interesting visit, after all.
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  Inside the walls of Eszterháza, at the end of a corridor through which only the most trusted servants were allowed, a plume of dirty gray smoke escaped under the crack of a closed door. It rose up into the air, twisting and contorting until it formed a snake-like, coiled mass. Deep within its roiling center, eyes opened and flashed red.


  Its gaze fixed on the end of the corridor and the opening that led to the rooms beyond. Uncoiling, it flowed forward in a smooth, predatory glide.


  Inside the room, a deep voice began to chant. The words rolled out, following the smoke down the corridor. It twisted and turned, fighting their grip.


  The voice hardened. The smoke lurched gracelessly backward, still struggling. It clung for one last moment to the ornately carved beveling around the bottom of the wooden door. The voice rapped out a single word.


  With a hiss of anger, the smoke released the door and disappeared into the room.


  Chapter Two


  The central kitchen of Eszterháza boiled over with activity. Black smoke billowed out of the open ovens, choking the air. Anna squeezed her way through the mass of shoving bodies and noise, fighting to keep her tray steady in her arms. Unbidden, a song rose up through her chest, a reaction to her panic. She forced it down with a gulp. Singing here, in public—that was the last thing she needed! She’d been teased enough for it back in Saxony, where at least everyone knew her and understood what she was like.


  “Watch where you’re going!” A big footman slammed straight into her shoulder, sending her reeling.


  She scrambled to right her slipping tray. Her feet skidded on the floor. The empty silver vase teetered on the edge of the tray.


  “Here.” Another maidservant grabbed her arm, steadying her. Anna jerked the tray upright, just in time.


  The footman who’d slammed into her strode ahead and out the great doors, still balancing his two trays perfectly.


  “Ass.” The other maid shook her head. “Don’t worry about György. He’s like that with all the visitors.” She stepped back. “You’re all right now?”


  Anna had to think through the woman’s thick Hungarian accent before she could answer. Anna couldn’t tell, yet, what the minor variations in the Esterházy livery signified. Was this woman a housemaid, part of the cleaning staff, perhaps? Or another personal maid, like herself? “I’m fine, thank you.” She managed a weak smile, feeling her heartbeat flutter against her chest. She would not humiliate herself and her mistress. She would not.


  The other woman’s eyes narrowed. “Are you new to service?”


  “No!” Anna flushed, tightening her grip on the tray. “I’ve been a maid for six years—since I was ten! But I only arrived here last week. I’ve never seen so many people before.” She ducked her head, avoiding the other woman’s gaze. “I worked for a baron in Saxony, in the countryside. There were only thirty of us working there.”


  And I knew them all . . . She swallowed down homesickness, as sudden and sharp as glass in her chest. It had been her own decision to follow her mistress after Baron von Steinbeck’s death, rather than stay on and work for the new baron’s wife. It had sounded like such an exciting adventure . . .


  “You’ll grow used to it soon.” The other woman smiled. “I’m Erzebet. You can always find me if you have any questions.” She began to turn away, but stopped. “Oh, and you shouldn’t have any more trouble from György—as soon as I tell him you’re from the middle of nowhere, not Vienna, he’ll leave you alone.”


  “Doesn’t he care for Vienna?”


  “Care for it?” Erzebet snorted. “He’s jealous to the teeth of anyone who actually lives there. Our prince only visits for four months a year, so we’re trapped out here the rest of the time.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s not as bad here as György makes out, though; don’t worry.”


  She disappeared into the bustling crowd. Anna pushed her way through, gritting her teeth, until she could finally deposit her mistress’s breakfast dishes. The clock began to toll as she set down the trays. Only two hours until the ladies went down to dinner, and she hadn’t even laid out her mistress’s clothing yet!


  Tears blurred her vision as she plunged back into the dimly lit servants’ corridor. Barely two feet wide and hidden within the thick walls of Eszterháza, the corridor ran along the edges of the nobility’s halls and salons, offering discreet entrance to rooms filled with beauties and oddities. Late at night, when the nobles were finally abed, Anna had walked through those rooms, barely daring to breathe as she gazed at Chinese figurines, exotic fans, textured paintings made entirely from crushed seashells, and sculptures that gazed with impassive eyes across the marbled floors. Now, she raced through the stifling passageway, past the doors that led to the Silk Room, the Cedar Room, the Greek. There was no time to run the whole circuitous route behind the walls that would take her, unobserved, from here all the way to the servants’ staircase. She emerged, head down in her rush, into the corner of the Blue Salon—


  —And slammed straight into a gentleman’s brocaded chest.


  “Oh, no!” She leapt back and sank down into a deep curtsey. “I’m so sorry, sir! Oh, please forgive me!”


  Prince Nikolaus had his own executioner, they said, and his own dungeons—and—


  “Don’t worry, lass!” Warm hands pulled her up. “I’m no great gentleman to offend, only another servant like yourself.”


  Anna let her gaze rise up from the floor. He wore a gorgeous brocaded red coat—but, yes, now she saw it: on his apple-green waistcoat, expensive though the cloth might be, the Esterházy insignia was clearly embroidered.


  Gray eyes twinkled at her from a pockmarked, gnome-like face. “You see? Not so frightening.”


  “I am sorry, Herr—”


  “Haydn, my dear. His Serene Highness’s humble kapellmeister. On my way back from an excellently productive meeting. And you?”


  “Annamaria Dommayer, sir, personal maid to Baroness von Steinbeck.” Anna backed away. “But I am late, so—”


  “On your way, my dear, on your way.” He strode off toward the next room, whistling an unfamiliar melody. It sounded bright and jaunty, like a child’s skipping tune.


  Anna hurried the rest of the way, keeping her eyes warily fixed ahead of her and slipping as quickly as possible back into the safety of the servants’ passageway. Inside her chest, though, excitement bubbled up.


  Herr Haydn—her mistress’s favorite composer! The man whom she was so anxious to meet—and Anna had spoken to him herself!


  A song pressed against her chest, pushing to be let out.


  Not now, she told herself. But later!
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  The stage of Prince Nikolaus Esterházy’s opera theater was filled with singers, but only anxious, muffled whispers sounded from any of their throats today. Franz Pichler, second tenor in the Eszterháza opera troupe, leaned against the back of a painted wooden throne from last night’s performance, kept his own mouth firmly closed, and refrained from joining in any of the closely huddled, gossiping groups.


  “Excellent news!” The stage door burst open, and the kapellmeister strode inside, cutting off all the whispers at an instant. “A worthy opportunity! A chance to shine! Not only is the most famous musico in Europe on his way to our palace at this very moment, my friends, but the Emperor’s own nephew comes to visit us in only nine days! We are called upon to create a new opera for his arrival, to amaze him and send news of our glory back to the capital. We . . . we . . .” The kapellmeister ran out of breath, blinking at the unexpected lack of response.


  Franz watched Herr Haydn take in the scattering of averted faces among the gathered singers. He stifled a snort at the look of bewilderment on the kapellmeister’s face. It shouldn’t be amusing. It certainly wouldn’t be amusing, if anyone found out his role in this adventure.


  Whipping, imprisonment, expulsion . . .


  No. Franz had been an actor and singer since he was ten years old. He could play the part of an innocent in his sleep.


  Marianna and Antonicek were safe and far from here, free to seek their own happiness at last. He’d played the part of a hero as well as a loyal friend in aiding their escape.


  And oh, what a sweet moment of vengeance for Franz to savor . . .


  “But what’s amiss?” the kapellmeister asked.


  Franz cleared his throat, recalling himself to his role. “Madame Delacroix,” he said succinctly. He jerked his head at the figure of Monsieur Delacroix, the theatrical director, who stood, wigless, his white hair disordered, glowering into the empty air. “And our leading tenor. Gone.”


  “Gone?” Herr Haydn sagged, his face wrinkling. Only in moments such as this, when Haydn’s masterful energy deserted him, did the kapellmeister suddenly appear small and aged. “When? Where?”


  “Eaten by the bloody wolves, I hope.” Delacroix whirled around and slammed his gloved fist into the pillar at the side of the stage. “I taught that bitch everything!”


  Their leading alto singer coughed gently. “Not quite everything, perhaps,” Madame Zelinowsky murmured, just loud enough to be heard by all. “Apparently our young Herr Antonicek still had a few new tricks to teach her.”


  “You—!”


  The kapellmeister leapt forward to pull Delacroix back. “Patience, my dear sir! Patience. Does anyone know when the two eloped?”


  “Who knows? Sometime in the middle of the night.” Franz kept his voice light and uninflected. So far, no one had seemed openly suspicious, but he’d noticed Madame Zelinowsky watching him a few times with an amused glint in her green, cat-like eyes. She played the humorous maternal roles in their company’s productions, but her own wit was as finely honed as a nobleman’s sword—and at least as biting. Franz looked away from her as he continued. “No one realized they were really gone until nearly an hour ago.”


  Herr Haydn frowned. “Even you, Monsieur Delacroix? You never noticed when she left?”


  Delacroix ground his teeth audibly. “I am a . . . sound sleeper, sir.”


  A drunken fool, more like. Franz stared down at his hands to hide the contempt in his eyes. Delacroix had drunk away half the singers’ earnings in the past several months. Oh, he’d behaved with admirable decorum in the first year after Prince Nikolaus had hired the troupe, but once they’d settled in, he’d fallen back into his old ways. Franz had been a fool to trust Delacroix’s promises and sign the contract of employment. He should have trusted in the power of his own singing voice and dared to try his luck in Pressburg or Prague—or even, with truly wild hope, in Vienna itself. Instead of wasting away in the middle of nowhere, he could have been a star in the Habsburgs’ Burgtheater by now. But once the contract had been signed . . .


  A nervous tremor twinged in his gut. Within the million and a half acres of Esterházy land, the Prince wielded absolute authority. Once contracted into his service, no servant could leave of his own accord or disobey the Prince in any manner. Within his vast lands, the Prince could choose what punishment he desired for any infraction, from public whippings to executions, with no voice raised against him.


  “But you must surely have more ideas for us, Herr Pichler,” Madame Zelinowsky purred. “You and Herr Antonicek have kept so close lately. All that whispering in corners . . .” Her cat eyes narrowed. “Are you certain he gave you no clues at all?”


  “All we ever discussed was our lack of pay,” Franz said evenly. “Perhaps he required the funds for their flight, but if so he never mentioned it to me.”


  “How dare you goad me, sirrah, at a time such as this?” Delacroix puffed himself up, cheeks reddening. “There is no call to air such petty complaints in front of the kapellmeister! Have you no respect for the injury to my honor?”


  Madame Zelinowsky snorted softly. Franz couldn’t help meeting her gaze for a moment of mutual appreciation.


  “His Highness will be most seriously displeased.” Herr Haydn’s dark complexion had paled to a sickly green. “He will certainly take it as a personal insult.”


  “It is an insult to me!” Delacroix snarled. “I will petition His Highness for redress. He must send riders after them at once! He—”


  “I’m certain that he shall.” The kapellmeister reached beneath his wig to scratch his head. He sighed. “It was a terribly rash act, I’m afraid. His Highness’s soldiers will find them by nightfall, and then . . .”


  “Punishment,” Delacroix gritted. “For them and any who abetted them.”


  The kapellmeister looked at him with open distaste. “I’ve no doubt of it. Come, we must alert His Highness now, before he goes to dinner. And . . .” His gaze passed over the group of actors. “Herr Pichler, if you please? His Highness will want to hear your account of Herr Antonicek’s conversations in the past few days.”


  “Certainly.” Franz pasted a smile onto his face. He was, after all, experienced at handling stage fright. “I am always happy to serve His Highness in any way.”


  He stood up, avoiding Madame Zelinowsky’s knowing eyes, and followed the two men out the door.
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  Friedrich von Höllner, honorary lieutenant of the Esterházy Grenadier Guards, and even-less-than-honorary husband of Sophie von Höllner, woke with a throbbing headache to the sound of his own name.


  “Uhh!” His tongue felt too thick to speak. He levered his head up off his folded arms, off the table—God, he was still in the Fertöd tavern, nearly five miles from Eszterháza. Where were all the others?


  Bloody Easterners. They splashed down gallons of the local firewater as if it were milk. Impossible not to at least try to keep up without looking a fool—but their heads must be as hard as the oak table that propped him up.


  They’d probably all cracked jokes about soft city Westerners as they’d tromped out at dawn in their great heavy boots, on to their next adventure.


  “Lieutenant von Höllner?”


  Friedrich swiveled around. The cramped muscles in his neck screamed protest.


  “A letter, sir.” The servant who held it out looked unfamiliar. Friedrich blinked twice and took in the courier’s uniform. “From the capital, sir.”


  “Um . . .”


  Friedrich fumbled for coins, but the courier shook his head. The insignia on his uniform looked oddly familiar. Where had Friedrich seen it before?


  Friedrich accepted the letter and dismissed the mystery. He let the envelope drop onto the table as the courier backed out of the room.


  “There you are!” Anton Esterházy breezed into the room, brushing past the retreating courier. “Might have known it, you dog. Do you have any idea what time it is?”


  “Almost time for breakfast?” Friedrich ran his hand over his face and found it greasy with stubble. Anton, of course, looked perfectly groomed. “Why didn’t you wake me up last night before you left?”


  “You think I didn’t try?” Anton buffeted his shoulder, grinning. “City boy . . .”


  “Bloody barbarian.” Friedrich grinned back, even though the effort hurt his head.


  “Ah, I’ve been out shooting all morning. We’ll have a feast in the barracks tonight. It’s a beautiful day. You should be outside hunting!”


  “I know, I know.” Friedrich pulled himself up, away from the table, feeling his mood brighten. No duties but hunting and gaming and drinking . . . Ah, that bargain he’d made with the Prince had been worth it, after all. “Tell me all about what you’ve been doing. Skinned six more wolves today? Bedded ten more peasants?”


  “Bastard.” Anton started to lead him away, then stopped. “You’ve forgotten something.”


  “Oh, that.” The letter. From Vienna. Friedrich’s stomach twisted.


  Bloody creditors. They were supposed to send all his bills to Prince Nikolaus. That had been the agreement.


  “Aren’t you going to read it?”


  Friedrich twisted his lip into a smile. “Why not?”


  Sophie would throw a fit if he had to interrupt the Prince in public to hand over the bill. He could almost hear her complaints already. How much he had embarrassed her. The humiliation of her husband’s appearance in public. Why couldn’t Friedrich just take the Prince’s money quietly, and stay out of his and Sophie’s way, as he’d agreed?


  It was hard to remember, nowadays, how lucky he’d felt as he’d stood with her at the altar of the Michaelerkirche in Vienna, swearing to honor and protect her, and meaning it with all his heart.


  God, he’d been stupid.


  Friedrich ripped open the dark red seal of the envelope, as Prince Nikolaus’s cousin watched with blatant curiosity.


  It wasn’t a bill.


  Brother Friedrich. The black ink spiked across the page in unfamiliar writing. Friedrich’s stomach dropped.


  
    Brother Friedrich. It brings me the greatest delight to inform you that your time for action has come at last. You have been granted an invaluable part to play in our great quest, based on the oaths and sureties you gave us last December.

  


  “Friedrich?” Anton stared as Friedrich sank back onto the bench. “Is everything all right?”


  “Fine,” Friedrich said blankly. “Only . . .”


  Last December? His thoughts whirled. Last December . . .


  Prince Nikolaus and his court always spent the months from mid-November until the beginning of March in Vienna. Not as long a season as any of the other noble families spent in the capital, but still, thank God for it. Four months of civilization, drinking, gaming . . .


  Oh, God. Friedrich let out a moan, ignoring Anton.


  It had happened in a tavern. He remembered it now. He had made a new friend. He’d been dizzy with the excitement of the capital, the crowds . . . His friend—what the hell was his name? Had Friedrich known it even then?—kept buying him drink after drink, asking him more and more questions about his life. His position at Prince Nikolaus’s court. Even, after a certain number of drinks, the embarrassing, unusual cause for that position . . .


  Friedrich squeezed his eyes shut against the glare of sunlight through the window. The memories played against his closed eyelids.


  They’d gone to another tavern; he remembered that much. And then a third and a fourth, and, finally, down a long and twisting alleyway, with the sound of a string quartet leaking out of a nearby building. Down a trapdoor. Down slippery steps.


  He’d been so drunk. So stupidly drunk. He’d convinced himself it was a wonderful game, a perfectly safe adventure.


  “Friedrich!” Anton shook his shoulder. “Wake up, man!”


  “I’m awake,” Friedrich muttered. He opened his eyes to finish the letter.


  
    One of the great ones of our order will be arriving at Eszterháza soon, where he will reveal himself to you by secret signs. Your time is at hand.

  


  Friedrich wouldn’t even recognize any of the men he’d met if he ever saw them again. They’d all been wearing dark robes. In the guttering candlelight, their faces had looked like black voids beneath their hoods.


  And some of the men there—some of them, he could have sworn—


  No. Friedrich swallowed down the taste of bile. He’d been drunk. Too drunk to know what he was swearing to. Too drunk to tell between men and . . . and . . .


  “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Anton said. “What the devil does that letter say?”


  “Nothing.” Friedrich crumpled it into a ball in his fist. “It’s nothing.”


  “But—”


  “Forget it.” Friedrich pushed himself up from the table, avoiding the Prince’s cousin’s eyes. No use trying for help there. Nausea clenched his stomach as he felt his wonderful, comfortable life dissolve around him.


  Chapter Three


  “Aha.” Charlotte swept down the corridor, sighing with relief. Just one more turn—


  Or not. She stood in an unfamiliar corridor, ready to scream with frustration.


  How indescribably vexatious. How stupid, to lose herself on her way to dinner after nearly a week of living in this palace!


  Of course, on every other day, Sophie had collected her and led her down safely. She’d offered to do so again today, but no, Charlotte had been determined to prove her independence. And she truly did remember, even now, how to find the salon where the courtiers would gather in four more hours to drink their pre-concert wine . . . but after following what seemed miles of twisting passageways, the location of the Sala Terrena itself was as great a mystery as ever.


  She slumped. If her black skirts hadn’t billowed out to such an absurd width, to match the latest Viennese fashions, she would have leaned against the painted wall and let her hair powder be damned.


  After all her wandering, she didn’t even know the way back to her own room.


  She laughed softly, to keep herself from crying. This wasn’t how she had envisioned her widowhood. Free at last from the dark, hushed confinement of her married home and nursing duties—and she couldn’t even find her own way to dinner. Perhaps she should let her parents marry her off to another seventy-year-old baron, without even trying to resist this time. Perhaps she really couldn’t manage her own life.


  Stop it. She jerked her spine upright.


  A flash of movement at the end of the corridor caught her eye.


  “Oh, please!” She hurried forward, cursing her precariously high heels. “I beg your pardon, but can you tell me how to find the Sala Terrena?”


  The tall figure stopped and turned, revealing an unfamiliar, older woman’s face. The hauteur that stiffened her features revealed her status as a great lady, just as much as did the three maidservants scurrying in her wake.


  “Pardon me?”


  “I’m afraid I’ve lost my way.” Charlotte sighed and sketched the tiniest of curtseys. “I’ve been here nearly a week already, so my forgetfulness is really deplorable.”


  The woman’s stern features softened into the hint of a smile. “I made the same mistake myself often enough, when this palace was first built. It is truly a labyrinth.” She inclined her head briefly. “I don’t believe I’ve met you before.”


  When it was first built . . . A sinking sensation formed in the pit of Charlotte’s stomach. “Baroness Charlotte von Steinbeck.” Please, oh please, don’t let it be . . .


  “Princess Esterházy.” The Princess’s face stilled. “Baroness von . . . Steinbeck, did you say?”


  “I did. Your Highness.”


  “Then you must be Sophie von Höllner’s sister.”


  “Yes, Your Highness.” Charlotte sank into the full curtsey reserved for royalty this time, grateful for the opportunity to turn her gaze to the floor, away from the Princess’s face.


  Silence stretched taut between them. Heat suffused Charlotte’s cheeks. She stared down at the wooden floorboards, counting her heartbeats. Damn Sophie, for putting her in this situation. Damn herself, for accepting it and never even considering the Princess until now.


  “Well,” the Princess said. Her voice was colorless. “I have been remiss in not welcoming you sooner.”


  “Oh, no—Your Highness—”


  “The Sala Terrena is one floor down. If you take the next right turn, you can follow the second staircase.” The Princess gave a wintry smile. “I would show you the way myself, but I prefer to eat alone, in my own rooms, nowadays.”


  “Oh.” Charlotte swallowed. “I . . . thank you, Your Highness. And thank you for your hospitality. It has been most welcome.”


  “No need to thank me, Baroness. As I’m certain you’re aware, the hospitality is my husband’s. In this palace, nothing belongs to me.”


  The Princess’s full skirts swished stiffly as she walked away, followed by the line of maids. Charlotte waited until the last echo of their footsteps had faded before she lifted herself from her curtsey.


  All of her muscles trembled from their cramped position . . . and more.


  Had Charlotte really dared feel sorry for herself, earlier? In the Princess’s cold, clear gaze she had felt flayed open before a deeper and more bitter pain than she had ever known or dreamed of as the young wife of Baron Ernst Michael von Steinbeck.


  Biting down hard on her lower lip, Charlotte hurried down the corridor, toward the staircase.
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  “There you are at last!” Sophie fluttered away from the crowd to seize Charlotte’s arm. “What in heaven’s name kept you so long? You must meet our new guests. Niko is late, unfortunately, so our dinner is delayed—oh, there’s been a great scandal in the musicians’ quarters!”


  “Scandal?” Charlotte echoed faintly, as Sophie tugged her through the glittering mass of courtiers. Half-familiar faces flashed past her, scowling or open in laughter. Through the crowd, she caught glimpses of the several fountains that splashed merrily in the room, filled with marble dragons, swans, and storks. Frescoed figures stood high on the green inlay of the white walls, gazing down coolly at the assembled company, while allegorical scenes rose high above them on the painted ceiling.


  “It’s too shocking for words. The two romantic leads of the opera company—Herr Antonicek and Madame Delacroix—have actually eloped, in the middle of the night! They were breaking their contracts with Niko, of course, and worse yet, Madame Delacroix is married to the head of the company. Niko strictly forbids immorality among the servants, of course, so they have twice insulted him. He is in a towering rage.” Sophie dragged Charlotte to a stop, smiling brilliantly. “And here are our illustrious guests! May I present my older sister, Baroness von Steinbeck?”


  Head still whirling, Charlotte inclined her chin. The tall, spare man before her leaned on an ebony walking stick, but he took her hand in a dry, firm grip.


  “Charmed.” His lips brushed across her knuckles like crackling paper.


  “Lotte, this is Herr von Born, the famous alchemist.”


  Von Born’s face tightened around his smile. “Natural philosopher, please, madam.” He transferred both hands to the head of his walking stick.


  “Of course.” Sophie brushed aside the correction. She shot Charlotte a look of pure mischief as she gestured past her. “And here is the illustrious Signor Morelli, whom I know you’ve been simply longing to meet!”


  Charlotte gritted her teeth and sank into a slight curtsey as she turned, only as excuse to hide her eyes for a moment. “Signor.”


  “Baroness.” A pale, strong hand took hers. As she looked up, soft, warm lips pressed lightly against her knuckles.


  She had to restrain an impolite gasp. Signor Morelli was not as she’d expected. Not at all. Rather than being a flabby, womanly figure, he stood taller than any man in the room, with a broad, powerful chest. His curling black hair shone, free of powder, in its queue, a vivid mark against the sea of powdered silver heads that surrounded him.


  Yet the lines of his—her? its?—face were disturbingly feminine, matching the unnervingly high, pure voice. It was not a man’s voice—yet not, quite, that of a woman, either. Discomfort crawled through Charlotte’s stomach. The curve of those smooth, soft, cheeks, untouched by hair—the full lips—


  “Madam?” the castrato asked, lips twitching in amusement.


  Charlotte blushed fiercely and withdrew her hand. She prayed that the powder on her face would hide her discomposure. She had stood staring at him for much, much too long.


  “I look forward to hearing you sing, signor.”


  His dark eyes narrowed. “Ah, but I’ve been invited as a guest, not as a performer.”


  “Ah . . . of course.” Charlotte moistened her lips, conscious of Sophie’s brimming amusement. “Pray forgive me, signor. I never meant to imply—”


  “—But perhaps His Highness will do me the honor of allowing me to sing for my own pleasure one evening.” He smiled, eyes glittering.


  “That would be lovely for all of us,” Charlotte murmured. It was all she could do not to pick up her skirts and flee the condescending amusement in his high, unnatural voice. She shot a discreetly imploring look at her sister.


  “Perhaps Lotte can play accompaniment for you, signor,” Sophie said brightly. “I vow, she devotes half her life to her clavichord. I know she would be delighted to assist you.”


  Charlotte swallowed venomous thoughts and stretched her lips into a deprecatory smile. “My skills are so poor—”


  “Nonsense, Lotte.” Sophie turned to the others. “Why, our old music master always called it a great pity she was born to too high an estate to pursue the vocation professionally.”


  Signor Morelli tilted his head. “There are some very great ladies in Paris and in Dresden who hold salons as venues for their own marvelous performances.”


  “I’m afraid my own talents would never merit such a display,” Charlotte murmured, through clenched teeth. “Monsieur Lemartre was only being flattering, to please our mother, I believe.”


  “A wise servant indeed.”


  Signor Morelli’s long eyelashes flicked down to cover his eyes for an instant, but they could not shield the dry tone of his voice. It sparked a hot flare of irritation in Charlotte’s chest.


  “I would be honored to offer up my skills as accompanist, though, should they prove useful to you.” She met his eyes, raising her own eyebrows slightly in challenge.


  His own eyes widened. “I am honored . . . Baroness.”


  “And what of you, Herr von Born?” Sophie fluttered her curling eyelashes at the silent figure and grinned impishly. “You must tell us all about your alchemical adventures! I am all agog. Niko—that is, His Serene Highness—has very nearly promised me that you will summon up a ghost or two for our entertainment while you are here. Please, sir, you must oblige me in this!”


  He coughed into one fist. “I am afraid I pursue a line of enquiry far too tedious for feminine interest, madam. I study minerology—”


  “The quest for the Philosopher’s Stone?” Charlotte asked. “My late husband took a great interest in that subject.”


  Ernst had never believed in it—quite—or so he’d claimed, but he had often asked Charlotte to read tracts and letters to him about it, on evenings when the pain of his rheumatism was not too great to allow him to think clearly. She had penned his vast correspondence on it, too, after his fingers lost their own control.


  “Was your husband a philosopher, then?”


  “Only an enthusiast and a patron. I believe you knew him, actually—his name was Ernst von Steinbeck, but he wrote his letters under the name Ernst Stein.”


  There are few enough realms in which men may be equals, Ernst had told her, his voice gently regretful, when she had questioned him about that choice. In the realm of natural philosophy, at least, I don’t require any man’s reverence for my birth.


  “Ah.” Von Born’s eyes widened briefly. “I did know him very slightly, then. We exchanged one or two letters on the subject of natural philosophy. A fine mind. If I’d known his true identity . . . Never mind. I am sorry to hear of his death.”


  “Indeed.” Charlotte blinked back a sudden pang. After the long years of progressively worsening pain, Ernst’s passing had come as nothing but a bitter relief, to himself and to everyone who had cared for him. Still . . .


  She was glad not to be left in their estate in Saxony, surrounded by painful daily reminders. Stale and impersonal though their marriage had been in many ways, Ernst had at least treated her with a consistent kindness and generosity that had been notably lacking in her parents’ household.


  She forced a smile, dismissing the useless sorrow. “I often heard him speak your name with admiration, sir.” She did not mention the qualifier Ernst had added in his later years—that it was a pity such a brilliant man had grown distracted from his scientific work by political maneuverings.


  And yet . . .


  Dropping her voice to a discreet half-whisper, Charlotte asked, “And your other philosophical quests, sir? I know my husband read the articles in your magazine quite regularly.”


  Von Born relaxed into a smile, lowering his own voice. “The Journal für Freimaurer, yes. I have been entrusted with its editorship. We publish articles of scientific and philosophical interest to all well-educated men, with the aim of spreading Enlightenment through the German-speaking world in our own small fashion. Our subscribers include many right-thinking statesmen and scholars.”


  Signor Morelli raised his eyebrows. “And these statesmen do not take issue with the source?” His voice remained clear and carrying as he said, “It’s not every royal who supports the Freemasons’ endeavors.”


  Von Born shrugged. “Why should they not? Any reasonably Enlightened man must support the measures that Emperor Joseph has begun to introduce through our realm since his ascent to co-regentship. We support all of them in our pages, as a patriotic function. The relaxation of censorship, the improvement of our universities . . .”


  Signor Morelli’s voice was whisper-soft. “The taxation of the nobles and reduction of their powers over the peasantry?”


  Von Born smiled tightly, and closed his hands more tightly around the head of his walking stick. “The Emperor is still young, signor. Not all of these policies will continue unchecked.”


  “But what of my phantasms?” Sophie pouted. “I have been so eagerly awaiting them!”


  “My apologies, madam. You would desire a different type of scholar for that amusement.” Von Born’s thin lips twisted. “I’m sure Count Radamowsky, for one, would be happy to oblige.”


  “Radamowsky . . .” Sophie knitted her brow. “I don’t think . . .”


  “Does he really claim to conjure ghosts?” Charlotte asked.


  Signor Morelli shrugged. “A man may claim all sorts of powers, may he not? And in a darkened room . . .”


  Herr von Born shifted uncomfortably. “Count Radamowsky follows Sir Isaac Newton’s interest in the aether, Baroness—the idea, in short, of an ethereal medium hovering between the material and immaterial worlds, just outside the limits of our vision.”


  “So there may be ghosts surrounding us all the time, without our seeing them?” Sophie shuddered, eyes shining. “How perfectly horrid!”


  Signor Morelli looked bored. “They may pull our hair all they will, so long as they stay quiet about it.”


  Charlotte tapped one finger against her skirts. “But this ethereal medium of Count Radamowsky’s—you say it hovers between the two worlds. Could it, then, like a veil, be moved aside at will?”


  “Precisely.” Von Born nodded. “He claims the power to summon the spirits that hover on the edge of that veil, like a piece of gauze separating one room from the next, each invisible to each other.”


  Signor Morelli raised his eyebrows. “Are we to understand, then, that you believe his claims, Herr von Born?”


  Von Born scowled. “I hardly consider our interests to coincide, signor. Radamowsky is a radical, wild for popular interest and notoriety . . . not a scientist.”


  “But are all of his claims therefore false?” Charlotte asked.


  “Perhaps you may attend one of his salons in Vienna some day and decide the matter for yourself, Baroness.”


  “I certainly will, even if Lotte doesn’t,” said Sophie. “He sounds absolutely fascinating!”


  Von Born snorted. “Fascinating, perhaps, but improvident. His creditors are rumored to be snapping at his heels, and the Emperor and Empress have refused to fund his further researches.”


  “Well . . .” Sophie shrugged and looked away, sighing.


  Charlotte suppressed a smile. Of course, her younger sister would ever lose interest when the mention of economy entered a conversation. In moments like this, Charlotte could believe that very little had changed since their nursery days.


  Sophie’s eyes widened as she looked across the room. “Why, here is Niko at last! Now he may greet you properly.” She lowered her voice, and added to the two gentlemen, “I was only just telling Lotte about the scandal among the actors that held him. Of course, we are trying to keep it very quiet . . .”


  “Of course,” Signor Morelli murmured. “One wouldn’t want any gossip to begin.”


  Herr von Born smiled grimly down at his walking stick. “What else can one expect from that class of people?”


  “I suppose you have the right of it there,” Sophie agreed. “But it is a great pity that they did not think how they might reflect upon the honor of their employers. They have a duty to behave decently when they are in royal employ!”


  Charlotte accidentally met Signor Morelli’s gaze for a moment as her sister’s royal lover strode across the room to meet them.


  The shadow of the Princess seemed to interpose itself among their company.


  “I prefer to take meals alone, in my own rooms, nowadays.”


  “A pity, indeed,” Charlotte murmured, and looked away.


  Chapter Four


  About one thing, at any rate, Carlo was forced to admit that Von Born had been correct. The food at Eszterháza was worlds better than the slop they’d eaten in the Hungarian inns along the road. Carlo saw Edmund Guernsey, far down the end of the table, tearing into his meat with enthusiasm. Carlo contented himself with a more restrained approach and finished his glass of wine with a final, appreciative sip.


  Prince Nikolaus had been leaning over to listen smilingly to the animated whispers of his mistress, but his nod sent a footman hurrying to refill Carlo’s glass.


  “I hope you are enjoying your meal, Signor Morelli?” The Prince straightened, patting Frau von Höllner’s hand. “I’m afraid our modest fare can hardly stand comparison against some of the rich feasts you must have known in Versailles and Constantinople.”


  Nothing about this meal, or this palace, could lay the faintest claim to modesty, from the grossly overflowing serving platters to the great diamond studs on Prince Nikolaus’s waistcoat . . . but Carlo had not risen so high by acting the honest fool.
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