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Tend me to-night:
May be it is the period of your duty:
Haply, you shall not see me more; or if,
A mangled shadow: perchance to-morrow
You’ll serve another master.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA




2 July 1897 Devonshire House, London
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I raised the long, curved bow and with two fingers pulled back its string, all the while resisting the urge to remove one of the silver-shafted arrows nestled in the quiver slung over my shoulder.


“It would be so easy,” I said, a sigh escaping my lips as I gazed across the ballroom.


“Too easy.” My husband, his dark eyes sparkling, lowered my weapon with a single finger. “It would be beneath you, Emily.”


“It is not often one is permitted to arm oneself at a ball,” I said. “Fancy dress is a marvelous thing, and as such, my taking full advantage of the situation is nothing short of strict necessity. Without seeing an arrow, my prey may not realize she has been made a target.”


“My dear girl, were you actually planning to shoot the dreadful woman, I would hand the arrows to you myself. As things stand, however, she is far too thick to understand that, by raising your bow, you are putting her on notice.” Colin Hargreaves had no patience for gossips, and I had set my sights on one of society’s worst, the lady whose lack of discretion had caused all of society to learn that Colin had refused the queen’s offer of a dukedom some six months ago. The awkwardness of the incident had been compounded by the fact that my mother had encouraged Her Majesty to dangle the prize before him, and now both she and the queen were embarrassed, put out, and displeased. Not with my husband, however. So far as the two of them were concerned, he was incapable of any wrongdoing. They were convinced that I must have motivated his inexplicable refusal, and forgave him for indulging his wife, although the queen did make some quiet comments to him about how even she had, on occasion, bowed to the will of her dear Albert. My mother was less forgiving. She refused to see me for three months. I bore the loss with what I hope appeared more like reasonable equanimity than obvious relief.


“I am not certain one ought to take military advice from Beau Brummell,” I said. I could not deny that Regency fashion, with its snug trousers, well-cut coats, and tall, gleaming boots, suited my husband’s athletic form well. Nonetheless, Colin and I had argued about his choice of costume. “You should have dressed as an Homeric hero—”


“Hector, I assume?”


“You were perfectly free to go as Achilles if that better suited you,” I said. “All I did was remind you that such a choice would necessitate your sleeping at your club instead of at home. I understand some husbands prefer that sort of arrangement.”


He put his arm around my waist and pulled me close. “I shall never be one of those husbands. I am, however, stung that you could suggest I choose Achilles over Hector. You know me too well to make such a monumental error. Did we not cover this ground thoroughly before we were married?”


“Of course we did,” I said. “I should never have considered your proposal if your views on the subject were not first utterly clear to me. Tonight, though, our hostess instructed us to dress in costumes allegorical or historical—”


“Dating before 1815,” Colin interrupted. “Yes, I am well aware of the fact. It is why I specifically tied my cravat in a fashion favored by Mr. Brummell prior to that year. My entire ensemble is an exercise in historical dress.”


“So far as satisfying the technical details of our instructions, yes, but I stand by my belief that you are violating the spirit of the duchess’s request.”


“Riddle me, my sweet love, what matters to society more than fashion? And who mattered more to gentlemen’s fashion than Beau Brummell? I argue that my choice of costume is of the greatest historical significance to the current gathering.”


“You are impossible,” I said, standing on my tiptoes to give him a quick kiss on the cheek.


“Be careful not to take your role as Artemis too seriously, Emily. I have plans for you later that do not include still finding ourselves in this wretched house at dawn. I see Bainbridge making eyes at you from across the room. He looks rather like a sheep, so I shall leave you to deal with it. I am long overdue for a cigar. Make sure to promise no one but me your last waltzes.”


“I am not about to let you hide out until then,” I said. He took my hand, raised it to his lips, lingering over it too long, just as he had in the days of our courtship, and my body, just as it had then, tingled from the tips of my toes to the top of my head.


Jeremy Sheffield, Duke of Bainbridge, and one of my dearest childhood friends, had not been making eyes at me from across the room or anywhere else. Jeremy thoroughly enjoyed the freedom provided by his status as bachelor duke as much as he thoroughly dreaded the confines of marriage. I might be carrying the bow of the goddess of the hunt tonight, but Jeremy kept himself armed daily with what he viewed as weapons in his fight against matrimony. I was one of them, the girl he could never wed, a semipermanent distraction that half the mothers in London were convinced kept him from proposing to their extremely eligible—and willing—daughters. They believed I had once spurned him, and that his heart had not yet recovered. The old dragons might sympathize with him now, so long as they believed it could enhance their daughters’ chances with him later, but pining forever would not be allowed. This fit nicely with my friend’s own plans, as Jeremy had no intention of leaving his dukedom forever without an heir. He was simply too committed at present to his love of debauchery and irresponsibility to settle down. Only once he had achieved his oft-stated goal of being recognized as the most useless man in England would he agree to find a wife.


I waved my bow at him as he started to cross the room in my direction. Devonshire House was crammed full that night, none of the beau monde wanting to miss the masquerade ball Louisa, the Duchess of Devonshire, had planned in honor of the queen’s Diamond Jubilee. Seven hundred of London’s best had received invitations, and I could well believe that number, if not more, had heaved through the entrance gates to the house, eager to show off the elaborate costumes they had ordered for the occasion. It was as if we all had been dropped into a book of the best sort of historical fiction. Napoleon and Josephine sipped champagne while King Arthur and one of the myriad Valkyries (I had counted at least six so far) took a turn on the dance floor. Two Cleopatras did their best to avoid standing too near each other. Petrarch wooed Desdemona, Lord Nelson was in a heated political discussion with a seventeenth-century baron, and the Furies delighted the room with torches illuminated by electric lights.


Jeremy had made very little progress through the crowd to me, but a gentleman dressed as an ancient Greek from the time of Pericles stepped forward, his face hidden by a theatrical mask depicting tragedy, his flowing robes gathered over one arm. His eyes moved up and down my costume, but when he scrutinized my face, he tilted his head to the side, looked around, and sighed.


“Sleep, delicious and profound...” He let his voice trail.


“The very counterfeit of death,” I finished for him, delighted to have found someone at the ball who shared my love of the ancient poet. I had, some years ago, translated Homer’s Odyssey from the original Greek and was often criticized by my mother for quoting all things Homerian. “What a surprise to—”


He grabbed my arm, wrenched it, and stood too close to me, his eyes flashing. “You are not at all as advertised, madam. I believe my requirements were quite clear. This will not do in the least.” He turned on his heel and tore away from me. No sooner had he departed than Jeremy was at my side.


“My darling Em, have you scared off another suitor?”


“I am a married woman, your grace, I do not have suitors.”


“Except me,” he said, kissing my hand and grinning. “Frightful old bloke, wasn’t he? Was he supposed to be Julius Caesar? Pity I don’t have any knives. Or fellow conspirators.”


“He was Greek, not Roman.”


“Never could tell the difference.”


“I cannot say that shocks me,” I said. “It was very odd, him approaching me like that. He seemed to expect someone else. There must be another Artemis at the ball.”


“There could be a thousand and yet none could so much as hope to catch the silvery beauty of the moon like you do, Em.”


I rolled my eyes. “Really, Jeremy. There’s no need to talk like that when you don’t have an audience to witness your flirting. Who are you meant to be?” I asked.


“Robert Dudley, first Earl of Leicester, another gentleman in love with an unattainable lady. I am quite bent on bringing back Elizabethan fashion. It shows off my fine legs, don’t you think?”


“I am not the proper person to answer such a question, but I see Cécile. She will no doubt have a firm opinion on the matter.” Cécile du Lac, one of my closest friends, had come from Paris just for the Devonshires’ ball.


“The duke is in need of a firm opinion?” Cécile asked as she joined us.


“Thinking about it, more like a firm hand,” I said.


“I am incapable of giving him either at the moment,” Cécile said. “I have just learned that Estella Lamar is in attendance this evening. Are you acquainted with her?”


“The same Estella Lamar who is always climbing pyramids and exploring India?” Jeremy asked. “One can hardly open a newspaper without seeing a picture of her somewhere exotic. I am a tremendous admirer of her exploits. Capital lady.”


“She is the very one,” Cécile said. “I have not seen her in more years than I care to admit and am bent on finding her. Will you help me? She is dressed rather like you, Kallista.” Almost from the moment we had met, Cécile had refused to use my given name. She did not like it and much preferred the nickname bestowed on me by my first husband—a nickname he had never used in my presence and, hence, one I had not learned of until after his death. Cécile felt no compunction in usurping it as her own, but then, Cécile never felt compunction in usurpation when she believed it necessary to her own edification.


“Madame du Lac!” Jeremy took a step back and gasped. “Or should I say Your Majesty? What a wonderful thing to see Marie Antoinette with her head back where it ought to be.”


“I have always wanted to have a boat in my hair,” Cécile said. “It is irrational, I know, but I was taken with the notion as a child and thought this the perfect opportunity to play out the fantasy. Now help me find my friend.” The House of Worth had made Cécile’s costume, a fine confection of eighteenth-century fashion, replete with an enormous powdered wig fitted with a delicate model ship. Her silk satin gown, with its wide panier hoop, measured nearly six feet, and the stomacher that peeked through her overgown was covered with embroidered flowers shot through with golden thread.


We combed the ballroom first and then retreated to the garden at the suggestion of a young lady dressed as Dante’s Beatrice, who informed us she had just seen Miss Lamar headed in that direction. Cécile explained, as we made our way, that Estella, upon inheriting an enormous fortune after her parents died within days of each other, had embarked on a life of adventure and exploration. As a result, she had not seen much of her friends in the following years and had proved a terrible correspondent. She and Cécile were of an age, and as young ladies in Paris society had been inseparable. Cécile had very much missed her in the subsequent years.


Cardinal Mazarin, engaged in a lively conversation with the Lady of the Lake, paused long enough to tell us Miss Lamar had just exited the supper tent, and we soon found her speaking with our host, the duke, who was dressed as the Emperor Charles V. Estella was in a costume so similar to mine that from a distance, we might have been twins. The folds of our Grecian robes fell with the same grace, though hers skewed to pale green while mine were icy blue. Her headdress had on it a crescent moon lit by electricity. Mine, though not a showcase of our rapidly advancing age, was still lovely, its mother-of-pearl moon surrounded by sparkling diamonds.


Cécile called out to her friend as we came upon her from behind. Miss Lamar turned, a smile on her face, and gave a hearty wave in our direction. Cécile stopped dead.


“You are not Estella Lamar.” She marched toward the woman, her eyes flashing. “What is the meaning of this?”


The Duke of Devonshire, perplexed and embarrassed, did his best to placate his guests. “Madame du Lac, I assure you this is indeed Miss Estella Lamar. She took a break from her exploration of the Nile just to be at our little party.”


“I do not think much else could have induced me to leave Egypt,” Miss Lamar said. Her face did not betray her travels. It was lined, as one would expect for someone her age, but there was not so much as a hint of color from desert sun. My mother would have been most impressed.


“I have not the slightest interest in where you claim to have been or why you might want to be here,” Cécile said, “but I would very much like to know what has induced you to pose as one of the dearest friends of my youth. I knew Estella almost as well as I know myself. You look nothing like her—your eyes aren’t even the right color. Estella’s are emerald green and quite unmistakable. Furthermore, she was a good four inches shorter than I. Am I to believe that exploration causes fully grown adults to add inches to their height? Or do your golden sandals have heels of six or seven inches?”


Miss Lamar—or whoever she was—blanched. Her eyes darted nervously and her lips trembled. Cécile moved closer to her and without the slightest hesitation the other woman pushed her away, flinging her roughly to the ground, and started to run. I lunged forward, wanting to make sure my friend, who had whacked her head on the base of a decorative column, was all right.


“This is but a trifle,” Cécile said, blotting the blood on her forehead with a lace handkerchief. “You must apprehend her at once.”




Estella
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Truth be told, Estella had never much liked going out. Not even when she was a small girl, and her nurse had taken her through the narrow streets of Paris, before Baron Haussmann had torn them up to make way for his grand boulevards, to the private gardens outside the Tuileries Palace, where the emperor invited selected children to play with his son, the Prince Imperial. Estella was far too old to play with the prince, and she had never understood the fascination some people had for gardens. She did not like the way the flowers moved in the wind, as if they were alive, nor could she abide the teeming insects flitting in and out around them. As she grew older, this lack of understanding expanded from gardens to society in general. Why an otherwise rational being would choose to spend the evening in a crowded ballroom or at a tedious dinner party mystified her. All those voices, talking at once, were impossible to understand. She despised it.


Estella’s father, one of the richest men in France, had spoiled her from the beginning, but with complete disregard for her interests and passions. He was older than her friends’ fathers by almost a generation, and had married her mother after the death of his much-loved first wife. Estella’s half siblings, all four of them, resented their stepmother, but had long since left home and started their own families, making no effort to contact Estella until their father’s will had stunned them into wanting to know her better.


One might easily imagine that a gentleman in Monsieur Lamar’s position had chosen his second wife with little regard for love. Having been made a widower once, he must be forgiven for refusing to risk his heart another time. He was, as he often said, excessively fond of the new Madame Lamar. She was a pretty little thing, petite and curvy, with a quick wit and generous nature, and it could not be denied that her husband felt a passionate attraction to her, at least until the ravages of time began to erode the youthful beauty that he had once found so appealing. He still treated her with care and respect, but Madame Lamar, so many years younger than he, craved adoration, and as her husband could not provide her with that, she insisted on having it from her daughter.


Estella needed no convincing. Her mother was a vision of loveliness and told the most exciting stories. Nurse was boring as anything, so Estella took to hiding in a nursery cupboard as often as possible. Monsieur Lamar might have found this odd had it ever been brought to his attention, but as he never ventured to the nursery and didn’t speak to the nurse when she brought Estella down for her daily quarter of an hour visit with her parents, his daughter’s peculiar habits were wholly unknown to him. Madame Lamar thought Estella’s cupboard charming, and ordered the nurse to fit it out for the child so that it might be a more comfortable hiding place. Nurse removed the lowest shelf, covered the small floor with a soft bit of carpet, and placed a child-sized stool in the corner. In the opposite corner, Estella stored a little silver box covered with engraved flowers, given to her by her mother to house treasures. When Madame Lamar inquired as to why the box remained empty more than a year after she had presented it to her daughter, Estella explained that as she was unable to capture the stories her mother told her, there was nothing precious enough to go inside. Madame Lamar could not have been more charmed and suggested that Estella start telling stories of her own to the dolls Monsieur Lamar gave to the child every month.


Until then, Estella had never taken particular notice of the dolls with their porcelain faces and elaborate dresses. Now that her mother had anointed them as Worthwhile, Estella looked at them from an entirely new point of view. She chose the ones she liked the best, preferring ones with eyes the same hue of emerald as her own, and allowed these favorites to sit in her cupboard with her. Her mother had erred in only one way, by suggesting Estella could invent wonderful stories. Why would Estella even try when she already knew by heart the best ones? She told her mother’s stories to the dolls, over and over. They proved a good audience.


Madame Lamar happily indulged the child until she reached an age when moving in society became necessary. When Estella resisted attending parties and dances, her mother offered no sympathy. Madame Lamar wanted to be adored in public, and if her husband was not up to the job, she believed her daughter ought to rise to the occasion. Estella had no wish to disappoint her mother, and when she realized what it was her mother required, she did her best to satisfy her, but the girl proved too awkward to be of much use. Madame Lamar longed for her to shine socially, to be a belle, to have the brightest and best men in France vying for her affections, all the while noticing that the young lady standing before them could never have been so remarkable if it were not for her extraordinary mother. Estella was to be Madame Lamar’s crowning glory.


This, alas, was not to be. Estella rarely made eye contact with anyone other than her mother. She never knew what to say to men when they attempted a flirtation. Once, at a ball, she started to tell one of her mother’s stories, one Estella had repeated often to her dolls, and was crushed when the group around her burst into laughter. Cécile du Lac, a young lady her age, whom Estella’s mother had coaxed her time and time again to befriend, stepped forward and scolded the group.


“If you ingrates are incapable of realizing Mademoiselle Lamar is telling you something of great importance to her, you do not deserve her company.” With that, Cécile took Estella by the arm and marched her out of the room and into the grand hall of the house. “They are reprehensible, the lot of them. Is your mother insisting that you, too, marry? I hate the very idea of marriage, but can no longer avoid it. You must come to my wedding next month. I can promise you copious amounts of champagne.”


That had cemented their friendship, although Estella had never quite managed to admit to Cécile that marriage wasn’t the only thing she wanted to avoid. Cécile had taken her up, and for now that would suffice to satisfy her mother. When, soon after the wedding, Cécile’s husband died, Estella used her friend’s grief to persuade her mother that after witnessing such a tragedy she should be allowed to wait a little longer before entering into an engagement of her own. Her mother never need know Cécile did not miss her husband in the least, and by the time Estella would have had to start taking seriously her parents’ efforts to see her married, the issue had become moot. Typhoid took them both from her in the span of a single week.
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I left Cécile in the very capable hands of the Duke of Devonshire, grabbed Jeremy by the arm, and shoved him in front of me so that he might clear a path through the crowd as we searched for the woman we now believed to be an ersatz Estella. We saw her go up the garden stairs and back into the house, but could not reach her before she had disappeared into the ballroom. I caught a glimpse of her as she slipped out of the room and did my best to catch her, but was unable to get close enough.


“She’s gone,” Jeremy said. I had sent him running ahead to the front of the house to inquire if she had been witnessed leaving. “The servants say she went on foot, but it’s entirely possible her carriage is waiting outside in the crush. The street is all but blocked.”


“Then we need to search every carriage,” I said. I felt a hand on my back and turned to see my husband.


“What trouble are the two of you causing?” he asked, his countenance growing serious as he listened to my story and shook his head. “The carriages are unlikely to prove of any use. Even if one of them belongs to her, it would not be able to move and she would have had no choice but to continue on foot if escape was her goal. No doubt she is already in a hansom cab headed no one knows where.”


I might have objected to Colin’s dismissal of my idea that we search the carriages were he not the most skilled and trusted agent at the Crown’s disposal. The queen quite depended on him whenever pesky matters cropped up requiring a discreet sort of investigation, and although there were few things about which Her Majesty and I agreed, Colin’s talents were one of them. “Quite,” I said. “What do you suggest?”


“Nothing,” he said. “A woman comes into a costume ball pretending to be someone she is not. What is the crime? If anything, she has admirably stuck to the spirit of the evening.”


“She is pretending to be someone invited as a guest,” I said. “That is a far cry from turning up in an ironic costume.”


“Devonshire thought it was a coup to lure the mysterious Estella Lamar to his party,” Jeremy said. “I can’t imagine he would have welcomed an imposter into his home.”


Colin frowned. “The duchess may have thought it was a coup. I can assure you it was of no significance to Devonshire. I should not be shocked to learn that the duchess planned the whole thing as a nice bit of theater for her party. Do you really think someone like Estella Lamar, who busies herself exploring the world, would have the slightest interest in a fancy dress ball?”


I sighed. “Perhaps you are right.”


“I never thought I would agree with any of your deductions, Hargreaves,” Jeremy said. “It always astonishes me when you prove useful.”


“Is that so?” Colin asked. “Then astonish me by proving your own self useful, Bainbridge. Dance with my wife. I’ve never been able to tolerate a quadrille.”


“Cécile may never forgive you,” I said as my husband untied the long ribbon, embroidered with the Greek key, that crossed the bodice of my dress and wrapped around my waist.


“I rushed straight to her side, offered to spirit her home and call for a doctor. How have I not taken adequate care of her? She chose to stay at the party. If anything, I may find it difficult to forgive her for barring us from making an early exit. I told you I had no desire to stay until dawn.”


“She is worried about her friend,” I said, placing over the back of a chair the delicate silver ivy that had hung from my waist. Colin removed my headdress. “She did not need anything further from you regarding her own self, but she does want us to look into the matter of the woman impersonating Estella Lamar.”


“I do not wish to speak of it.” He fiddled with the pins in my hair, causing it to spill in masses of unruly waves over my shoulders. “Come to think of it, there is nothing of which I wish to speak at the moment.” He bent over and kissed my neck and I knew distracting him from his purpose would be folly. Deciding this purpose was far more interesting than any conversation, I tugged at his cravat, and was silently cursing Beau Brummell for adopting such complicated knots, when a sharp knock on the door brought us both to attention.


“Mr. Hargreaves, sir, Davis here.” Our butler never opened my bedroom door without first announcing himself. “A footman has come from the Duke of Devonshire. His Grace requires you most urgently. I am afraid a guest at his party has turned up dead. Murdered, sir. I assume I need say nothing more.”


We were out the door almost at once. Rosy-fingered dawn had already begun to streak the sky as we returned to Devonshire House, where the duke, after a brief and private chat with my husband, thanked me for not being angry at our having been disturbed at such an antisocial hour and then left us to our work. He showed no surprise that I had accompanied my husband. My reputation had preceded me, and he knew full well I would have my piece of the investigation; I had proved myself too many times in the past for it to be any other way. Colin explained the situation to me as soon as we were free from our host, who, despite accepting my having a role, had not felt personally comfortable discussing murder with a lady. The body of a middle-aged woman had been found, not in his grounds, but more than a mile away, her clothing, or rather, her costume, giving her away as a guest of the duke’s. The police had come to Devonshire House in the hope of identifying her, but here the duke had failed them. All he could tell them was that he had believed her to be Estella Lamar until Cécile du Lac had corrected his error. He had thought it best to summon Colin at once. The family, he had explained, did not desire any part in a scandal. Neither he nor the duchess had the slightest idea as to the truth about their mysterious guest, and they were eager to have the matter separated from them and their home as quickly as possible.


Colin directed our carriage to Lambeth Bridge, where members of Scotland Yard met us. They frowned when they saw me but kept their thoughts silent as they led us to a sad scene near the grounds of St. Mary’s School. The body, still dressed in the robes of Artemis so similar to my own, lay crumpled in a heap underneath a tree.


“This rather changes the situation,” I said. “Perhaps Cécile is right to be concerned about her friend.” We inspected the poor woman’s remains—she had been stabbed in the neck—and then I left Colin to examine the rest of the scene while I went straight back home to wake up Cécile. Ordinarily, she insisted on sleeping until at least eleven, but when I arrived in Park Lane a bit before nine, she was already up, dressed, and breakfasted. Cécile had never been the sort of lady who put on airs or needed coddling. She took the news of the death of Estella’s would-be doppelgänger without so much as a Gallic shrug, called for the carriage, and demanded that we go to her friend’s house at once.


“Estella Lamar lives in London?” I asked as the carriage crossed through Mayfair toward Belgravia. “Wouldn’t it have been simpler to call on her there than to wait to see her at a ball?”


“Estella has never liked uninvited callers,” Cécile said. “Furthermore, it seems unlikely that she spends much time in residence here, given her proclivity for travel. I had no reason to think it possible to find her in London until I learned last night she was supposed to be at the ball.”


The Lamar mansion—for it could be called nothing short of that—covered the better part of a block not far from Belgrave Square. An ornate gilded iron gate blocked from the street the imposing edifice, a masterpiece of Georgian architecture, and we were admitted to the house by a liveried servant without having to wait. Once inside, the butler seemed almost too eager to assist us.


“I am terribly sorry,” he said, “but Mademoiselle Lamar is not at home.”


“Not at home because she is not in residence or not at home because she is not seeing visitors?” I asked. “Please do not trifle with me—”


“Milady, I would be most distraught if you thought I would dare trifle with you. Mademoiselle Lamar is not in residence, nor has she been for some time. Are you closely acquainted with her?”


“You are impertinent for a butler,” Cécile said, narrowing her eyes and nodding. “I find it surprisingly endearing.”


“I beg your forgiveness, milady.” He bowed, twice. “I only meant to inquire in the hopes that you might have knowledge of our mistress’s plans. Her lengthy absence has left all of us below stairs a bit rusty, I suppose. If you are close to her, you might know when she will grace this house once again with her presence.”


“When was she last here?” I asked.


“Oh, milady, I could hardly say.”


“Try,” Cécile said.


“I mean no disrespect,” he said, bowing again. “It was...let me see...old Monsieur Lamar and his wife died in 1875. Mademoiselle was here only briefly while she was in mourning, so I suppose we haven’t seen her more than that one time since she took possession of the house.”


“She has not been here in more than twenty years?” I asked.


“That is correct, milady.”


“Yet she means to keep the house?”


“So far as we can tell, milady.”


Cécile and I exchanged confused glances. “The house does not appear to be shut up,” I said. “Are all the rooms open?”


“Yes, Mademoiselle Lamar gave clear directions when she inherited that the house was to be fully staffed and ready for her arrival at all times.”


“You are not working with a skeleton staff?” I asked.


“No, milady.”


“And you have been in this mode for two decades without anyone living above stairs?” To call this situation unusual would be to grossly underestimate it. Families often spent long periods of time away from their town homes—although two decades was an extreme absence—but they always had the servants close up the houses when they were away. Furniture and paintings were covered, curtains drawn, and only the barest staff left on board wages to ensure nothing dire happened while their masters were away.


“That is correct.”


“Does she keep in contact with you?” I asked.


“Oh, yes, she has always been a conscientious mistress,” the butler said. “She sends a letter from nearly every stop in her travels. We had one from Siam not two months ago.”


“Siam?” Cécile asked. “May I be so bold as to ask to see this letter? I have known Mademoiselle Lamar since my youth and am most interested.”


“Then you no doubt are all too aware of her concerns about King Chulalongkorn’s interactions with the west. She does not want the Siamese to lose any bit of their native culture.”


“Is that so?” Cécile asked. “How very like Mademoiselle Lamar.”


“If you would allow me to lead you to a sitting room, I shall gladly share the letter with you.”


Once he had left us alone in a pretty—if dated—room covered in William Morris paper and furnished in comfortable and attractive fashion, Cécile and I scrutinized Estella’s letter. She did indeed mention concerns about the Siamese king’s relationship with western powers, and she gave a wonderfully newsy account of her arrival in the country, more newsy than one would expect a lady to write to her butler. Furthermore, she gave almost no direction regarding her wishes for the keeping of the house.


“Estella was never like that,” Cécile said. “Inappropriately friendly with servants?”


“It is highly unusual,” I said. “Do you recognize her handwriting?”


“So far as I can remember, yes,” Cécile said. “I have had letters from her, but not more than one or two every year.”


“Do you write back to her?” I asked.


“Yes, although I suspect she does not always receive my replies as she rarely responds to anything in them. Travel can make that sort of thing difficult. One often misses one’s post, and Estella might not have always left a forwarding address.”


“Quite.” I rang for the butler. “Were you aware that your mistress had responded to an invitation from the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire? Apparently she intended to appear at their ball last night.”


“Why, we have heard nothing, milady,” he said. “That letter is the last we have had and you can see for yourself she made no mention of such a plan. Surely she didn’t come to London and not stay in the house?”


“No, that seems unlikely,” I said. “However, someone else, an imposter, came to the ball claiming to be Miss Lamar. Have you had any contact with such a person?”


“I can assure you not,” he said, pulling himself up straight. “None of us in the house would ever stand for a pretender. We are all so very fond of Mademoiselle Lamar, you see.”


“How long have you been in her employ?” I asked.


“Her father hired me when he married the second Madame Lamar.”


“So you knew Estella as a child?” Cécile asked.


“Yes, milady. That is why we all feel so, well, if I may speak freely?”


“Please do,” I said.


“We feel protective of her, milady. She never had an easy time of it.”


“How so?” I asked.


“I couldn’t explain it precisely, but she didn’t seem like other young ladies. Never much liked being around people her own age. Always preferred being alone or with her mother, and of course her mother was not much at home, so she often seemed lonely.”


“Was there tension between Miss Lamar and her parents?” I asked.


“No, milady. Her father spoiled her and her mother coddled her.”


“Did they spend much time in London?” I asked.


“They came three times a year without exception until their deaths and always brought their daughter.”


“Would you object to our taking a look around the house?” I asked. Estella may not have been in it for years, but I held out hope that its furnishings and her possessions might give us some insight into why the murdered woman had chosen to impersonate her. The butler hesitated, but in the end acquiesced, leaving us to explore. Two hours later, Cécile and I emerged without having found any hint of clarity. The house, though beautifully furnished, was void of all personality save for its owner’s large collection of porcelain dolls, which were displayed, their glass eyes staring, in a dim and crowded room off the nursery. I was all too happy to close the door on them.
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Despite being of an age when most young ladies were married and settled, Estella identified herself an orphan. She missed her parents dreadfully, or so she said, over and over, primarily to her dolls. It was true her mother had stopped telling her stories years ago, and that she had rarely seen her father, although he had continued to present dolls to her on occasion, which should have suggested to her just how little he knew about his daughter. Jewelry would have been more appropriate at this stage in her life. Furthermore, Estella could not deny the fact that her parents’ deaths had come with an unexpected benefit—now that they were gone, no one expected her to move in society, at least not for a while. This was a revelation. Estella could stay holed up at home without anyone pressuring her to go out. Instead, she was lauded for her daughterly devotion and for taking so seriously the period of mourning intended to honor her mother and father.


The family solicitor, also the executor of her parents’ estate, took practical matters in hand for her. Estella was past the age that would have required a guardian, but Monsieur Pinard had been able to tell almost at once that she would need a great deal of assistance when it came to managing her inheritance, particularly as her father’s will had caused deep consternation among her half siblings. The inheritance law, droit de succession, required that an estate be divided into two parts: the réserve légale, which must be split equally among the deceased’s children, and the quotité disponible, which could be disposed of without limitations.


Estella and her four siblings shared the réserve légale, each of them receiving an equal portion of seventy-five percent of the enormous fortune their father had amassed in his lifetime. The remaining twenty-five percent he gave in its entirety to Estella. Compounding the matter was the fact that his wife, the dreaded stepmother, had been given in her marriage settlement all of the family’s material possessions: the houses in London and Paris, the villa in the south of France, jewelry, art, and furnishings. As Estella was her mother’s only child, she had inherited it all, much to the consternation of her half brothers and half sisters.


Monsieur Pinard could offer no explanation to the frustrated and angry heirs as to why their father had not given them a portion beyond what the law required; Monsieur Lamar had not given him one. The will was sound, and despite their best attempts, the children of the first Lamar marriage could not break it. Once forced to accept this, they turned their attention to their much younger half sister. Surely Estella could be persuaded to share.


They descended upon her a month after the courts ruled against them, smothering her with compliments and treats and invitations, not understanding that Estella could not bear such overtures. She used mourning as an excuse to put off receiving them and began to isolate herself more and more in the house in Paris. Only her dear friend, Cécile du Lac, was allowed to call, and then only when the visit was prearranged.


Cécile, newly out of mourning for her not-lamented husband, refused to let Estella remove herself from the world. Instead, she brought her books to read, primarily accounts of travel and exploration, believing they might kindle in Estella an interest in the world. She persuaded Estella, gently at first, and then with some force, to become part of the society Cécile had started carving out for herself, introducing her to artists and writers, dancers and composers. Much to her surprise, Estella found comfort in their presence. Like her, they seemed to keep parts of themselves private, although unlike her, they revealed bits in their creative endeavors. Estella had no creative endeavors to share.


As time passed, all of her siblings save one left her more or less alone. Their inheritances, though not as large as they might have liked, gave them enough capital to provide an exceedingly generous annual income. For three years, François, older than Estella by more than a dozen years, never let a month go by without appearing at her house, insisting that he wanted nothing more than to know better his baby sister. Estella never trusted his intentions, but eventually did allow him to dine with her on occasion. He did not object to hearing her tell those old stories of her mother’s, and for that she was grateful, whatever his motives.


Estella’s world might have continued like this for the remainder of her life had she not met someone different from the rest. This individual needed her in a way she had not previously considered. Romance had never interested her, but as she listened to the laments of her bohemian friends, she became increasingly fascinated by commerce and finance, two things that seemed to constantly plague them. She had more money than she could spend in a lifetime, and she wanted to do something with it. Not simply charity, but business. She wanted to invest, but not the way her father had. Her friends would not let her buy shares in their work—such a thing was anathema to artists and their ilk. Cécile’s compatriots could barely tolerate the old idea of patrons. So Estella turned her head in another direction, and asked Monsieur Pinard for assistance.


For six months, the stalwart solicitor sent myriad investment options to his client. None met her satisfaction. Estella did not want to merely own a piece of a company, she wanted to feel as if she were helping to create a world, but it did not seem that businessmen understood what she meant by that until the day a businessman turned up on her doorstep, confident that he could change the world and become rich by Christmas. He knew without doubt that no one else could offer what Estella Lamar had.


He had spotted Estella in a café, where she was dining with an extremely elegant lady and several ragtag artists. Although she laughed when it was more or less appropriate and smiled when circumstances merited it, he could tell she was an outsider, not wholly comfortable. Her clothing, though unfashionable, was of the finest fabrics, and her jewelry suggested she was in possession of a not inconsiderable fortune. All this combined with her lack of ease with her friends told him she was vulnerable. He followed her home that night, and stood outside a mansion that surpassed his every hope. Estella Lamar could change his world in an instant, and she hardly need notice she was doing it.
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Colin was not yet home when Cécile and I returned from the Lamar residence, so we had time to visit the boys in the nursery before rendezvousing with him and catching each other up on all we had learned. Our twins, Henry and Richard, were toddling about now, chasing after Tom, our ward, who was a bit older than they. Tom had come to us soon after his birth, his mother a young woman I had considered a friend until I discovered she had committed the heinous crime of murder—a murder that, up until then, I had believed she was helping me to investigate. The sensational nature of the case had caused a stir throughout the Continent and worked its way back to England, and we knew we could not hide the details, particularly as some of the individuals involved (I refer to my erstwhile nemesis, Emma Callum) insisted on revealing the identity of the child’s mother. The subsequent newspaper coverage destroyed any chance of keeping the story quiet. As a result, Colin and I had decided to face the challenge head-on, and refused to let anyone disparage Tom. My husband, upon hearing disapproving murmurs in his club, let it be known he was not opposed to the idea of a duel to defend the honor of his adopted son. He is an excellent shot; all whispers ceased at once. I, being no stranger to staring down the dragons of Mayfair, had no problem keeping the ladies of society politely in line. No one ought to blame a child for his parent’s sins. Furthermore, his share of our fortune would ensure he would have no difficulty gaining the approval of any mother hoping to see her daughter well settled when the time came.


Our boys challenged two of Cécile’s long-held official positions. First, that she believed no man alive could prove interesting before age forty. Second, that she found children sticky and generally reprehensible. She had avoided her own nieces and nephews with deft skill until they turned twenty, insisting to her sister, their mother, that no one could be depended upon to be rational before then and that she had no inclination for dealing with anyone so lacking in mental capacity.


Cécile did not visit when the boys were babies. Infants, she said, were not to be borne. Now, though, she had succumbed to her desire to see me, or at least to lay eyes upon my husband, whom she considered (rightly) to be the most handsome man on earth, and was forced to deal with the presence of the children in the house. She had traveled with her two small dogs, Brutus and Caesar, upon whom she doted. I resisted the temptation to point out their similarities to small children. Cécile had always favored Caesar, considering this a way of making up for the historical injustices suffered by his namesake at Brutus’s instigation. When we first had Nanny bring the boys down to meet her, they ignored Cécile and went straight for the dogs. While Tom and Richard adored Brutus, Henry pounced on Caesar at once. Despite her best intentions, Cécile was unable to view this as anything less than proof of Henry’s superior intelligence. She wanted to hire a Latin tutor for him on the spot. I did not allow this, of course, not because of his age, but because I believe children ought to have a firm grip on Greek before moving on to the study of Latin. Cécile only shrugged and abandoned the scheme. Before long, she was taken with all three of the boys and considered herself their second mother.


“It is unforgiveable, Kallista, that you should have offspring who insist on being so charming,” Cécile said as we returned to the library so that Nanny might put the boys down for a nap. “I do not need this sort of distraction.”


“Enjoy them while you can,” I said. “They’ll be off to school before you know it.”
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