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Budding artist Isabella Newcombe finds herself stranded at an archaeological dig. Madoc Tarrant convinces his brother Prof. Gawen Tarrant to hire Isabella as the dig’s illustrator.

Romance is inevitable. Murder is not.

With everyone under suspicion, who can Isabella trust? One of the professors? A student? Gawen Tarrant, needing not only a reputation but also money? Or Isabella’s former employer, who pretends he isn’t after artifacts?

Or is the murderer Madoc, protecting his brother’s dig at all costs? 

Has Isabella found true love only to lose her life?
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​Chapter 1 :: Saturday, October 4
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If ever a maiden needed a hero, Isabella did.

Crete was the famed birthplace of Zeus, the god who granted supplicants’ prayers. Standing on the steps of the Heraklion Hotel, Isabella hoped her hero appeared before a blood sacrifice was necessary.

She plunked down her suitcase on the hotel steps and fanned her wide-brimmed straw hat. In ancient Crete the rulers had offered shelter and protection to strangers. Yet in the closed faces of the passers-by, intent on their errands, she did not see any hospitality offered to a foreign woman alone. She needed a recognizable and friendly face. She didn’t see one.

Men talking, engines sputtering, horns blaring, dogs barking, donkeys braying: after the hotel’s quiet, the cacophony assaulted her ears. Men poured past the steps with scarcely a glance at her. Most wore the dark Cretan jacket and loose breeches, although a few suits testified to modern Europe’s inroads on island culture. A few women in unrelieved black walked along the dusty road, but they ignored the lone foreigner on the hotel steps.

Isabella saw no one familiar and definitely no one who looked like the reincarnation of a protective god and certainly no one who could rescue a stranded governess.

Then a demigod emerged from the hotel. Like Apollo, god of light and knowledge, his golden hair glinted in the morning light. And Isabella recognized him: Nigel Arkwright, one of the English archaeologists.

Prof. Arkwright had dined with her erstwhile employer on Tuesday night. Last night, in the bar, she’d seen him order one whiskey after another. This morning, though, her panic when the hotel manager confronted her about her bill had cast him from her mind. But he could give her help. Although Isabella despised encroachers, she couldn’t let this god-given opportunity slip away.

As he reached the last step, she dropped her heavy suitcase in his path. “Prof. Arkwright, hello. I’m Isabella Newcombe. We met when the Harcourt-Smythes visited your dig last weekend.”

His mouth compressed, which didn’t bode well for her start. Last evening’s drinking might have been too deep for an appeal to his English gentleman’s code. A hangover this morning wouldn’t help her.

He cleared his throat. “I remember you. You were the governess.” He looked past her, scanning the road. “American governess, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, I was the governess.” She stressed the past tense. She hitched her satchel strap higher on her shoulder. “They discharged me.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Miss, but I’m in a—.”

“No, you’re not sorry. You do not care. You don’t know me well enough to care. You don’t know me at all. And that is the crux of my problem, Prof. Arkwright. Besides my former employers, no one knows me here, and no one cares. I am in a foreign country, surrounded by foreigners, and I do not have enough money for my passage home.”

“Your appeal should go to your employer, not to me.”

“No matter what circumstance, I will not return to him.” She hoped the bright glare hid her flaming cheeks. “Two weeks’ wages and a letter for his bank in Athens were all that Mr. Harcourt-Smythe gave me. I can repay you once I reach Athens. I do have the funds. My problem is here and now.”

“Surely someone—.”

“I am completely alone, and I might as well be penniless. Then I saw you. I thought Providence had sent you to be my rescuer.”

“Miss Newcombe,” he settled a pith helmet on his gilded hair, “I don’t believe I qualify as a rescuer.” The narrow brim shaded his eyes.

She hated this intruding role she’d been thrust into, but she played it with the desperate energy that stressed its truth. “Here am I, stranded and virtually penniless. Here are you, an English gentleman in the midst of an important dig. You must have need of a helper. Someone who can catalog items or type notes or—or do something. Surely an extra pair of hands can be useful somewhere.”

A horn honked. Prof. Arkwright looked around. An army truck jolted along the street. He glanced back at her as he stepped down to meet it. “Miss Newcombe, I’m not in charge of this dig. Gawen Tarrant is. I have no power to hire anyone. And he has no liking for tourists who need their hands held.”

“Professor, I am desperate. I will do anything. Please, say you’ll help me. Please don’t abandon me.”

The truck jerked to a stop and bounced when the driver pulled the brake. Leaving the motor running, he jumped out. The professor started to the front of the truck.

“Prof. Arkwright?” Isabella pleaded.

He looked back at her as he dropped a baksheesh into the young man’s hand. Then he dug into his pocket for another coin. “Ari, shove Miss Newcombe’s case into the back.”

Isabella nearly sank with relief, but Prof. Arkwright had already reached the driver’s door. Ari lifted her heavy suitcase and swung it into the back. The professor revved the motor impatiently, and she clambered gracelessly into the passenger seat. He released the parking brake. The truck jolted off. She looked back.

Ari stood waving on the bottom step. Behind him, the Heraklion Hotel loomed, substantial but unwelcoming to a single, penniless woman.

She wasn’t sure which appeal to the gentleman’s chivalric code had changed Prof. Arkwright’s mind, and she wouldn’t ask. As the truck jounced over furrows and eroded ruts, she worried about her unsecured suitcase bouncing in the back, but she didn’t ask about that either. The roar of the engine hid the grumbles from her days-empty stomach.

Close to Heraklion they had smooth driving, yet a few miles outside the capitol the road had fallen into disrepair, a casualty of the recent war. It became disreputable as they rolled the miles around the north of Mount Dikte.

As he drove, Nigel Arkwright’s jaw jutted pugnaciously. When they left the main road, the way disintegrated into a cart track winding through the eastern foothills of the mountain that guides still claimed had been the birthplace of Zeus. Snow already frosted its heights.

The professor ground the gears as they halted for herds of sheep and workers repairing an eroded irrigation ditch and children playing in the tiny hamlets. The roosters and chickens scattered ahead of the truck. Not once did he speak to her.

Isabella clamped her jaw to keep from biting her tongue. She wanted to ask about the passing landscape or about the dig at Knossos and why Arkwright’s group wasn’t working the famous site. A look at his undimmed frown daunted her.

From the visit last weekend, she knew that Arkwright and his colleagues worked two obscure sites far from the four better-known digs of Knossos, Phaestos, Mallia, and Gurnia. Compared to those, this expedition could hardly carry an official name. Only Zeus’ own mountain gave grace to the sites.

Isabella and the Harcourt-Smythes had arrived at the dig after a pouring rain had collapsed a wall. Muck the flat color of cement had covered everything and everyone. The artist lurking inside Isabella had taken the mud and exposed foundations and imagined a country palace, braced against the bleaching sun and African winds. Her two charges had distracted her from that past. The busy archaeologists had barely acknowledged their unexpected visitors.

As Prof. Arkwright man-handled the truck over the road, Isabella stared at the craggy rocks of Mt. Dikte, scarred with ravines and pocked with tumbled boulders. These English archaeologists might not be the answer to her prayer. Should she have looked for a different rescuer? Should she have waited? She remembered two married ladies at the dig but no single ones. The dig would still be busy, and she was an imposition. Would they welcome her at all? Would they give her a chance to earn her passage to England? Or had she only delayed the inevitable?

Last night she had wanted to scream with fear and frustration. Instead, she paced through the early hours as she tried to work out a solution to her unexpected unemployment.

This late in the year, few archaeologists remained on Crete. She had planned to search each group out; if they had failed her, she would approach the English construction crew working on the roads or haunt the antiquities museum. Yet a search took money, and she needed to hoard the pittance that was her only protection against the world until she reached Athens. And that was before the hotel manager demanded she pay from Tuesday through Friday.

Nigel Arkwright had seemed a gift from the gods. If he weren’t, she had still gained time to contrive a less desperate solution.

The god Apollo was steering his sun chariot to its westward descent when they arrived at the dig. Arkwright jolted his mundane chariot to a stop. The professor set the hand brake but left the motor running. As she reached for the door handle, he said, “At least you can be silent. After this morning’s deluge, I wasn’t certain.”

“I was desperate, Professor. If I had not convinced you, I don’t know what I would have done. The hotel manager had decided I was a disreputable nuisance once he learned that Mr. Harcourt-Smythe had discharged me. I must thank you once again, Prof. Arkwright.”

“I haven’t helped yet. That’s not in my power. As I said, I’m not in charge here.”

“Yes, you mentioned Professor Tarrant. He wasn’t here last weekend.”

“Gawen Tarrant was at Knossos on a shared week, our fourth this season. You may have seen his brother, although he tried to avoid your party. Tourists are a nuisance who interrupt our work. Your arrival will interrupt us again.”

She sucked in a breath. “Thank you for the warning.”

“Our work requires training and education, Miss Newcombe, so you will not waltz into a position. My wife sorts and catalogs the daily finds at the palace site. Prof. Standings is in charge of the temple site; his wife assists him there. Tarrant handles his own notes, as do I. I don’t know what Standings does. The students will not need a secretary. Unless you can contrive a job before you meet Tarrant, you will soon return to Heraklion. All the chatter in the world won’t change his mind. Indeed, you will find it decides him more quickly. That, too, is a warning.”

Speech delivered, he shoved open the truck door and strode away, shouting to a worker to drive it up to the house.

Isabella slid out as the worker slid behind the wheel. He flashed a grin as she snatched her hat. The truck jerked. She grabbed her satchel and slammed the door, and the truck rattled off. She watched it wind around the cedars on the curving climb to the village. Only when it vanished behind the trees did she remember her suitcase. Yet her possessions were a minor worry. Clothes and a few trinkets would not give her a job on this dig. With her lack of experience, any work she found would likely be at their leased house. Her cooking could not rival the savory dinners a village woman had prepared on Saturday and Sunday. Two other village women took care of cleaning and laundry. Isabella’s prospects looked worse and worse.

Her spirits wilting, she trudged after Nigel Arkwright. Then she reached the dig.

The lower site was the ancient palace. From the earlier tour she remembered that the archaeologists had excavated a complex foundation, a well, and a refuse tip, buried for centuries by a mudslide. Farther up the hillside was the second site, a temple tumbled into ruined blocks.

Her employers had not wanted to climb up to the temple and had loitered around the palace site. When Mrs. Harcourt-Smythe complained that it did not look like a grand palace to her, let alone a country manor, Prof. Arkwright had launched into a description of primitive life. Isabella’s charges, the two girls, had immediately lost interest. The entire family had had glazed expressions when the lecture had concluded.

Smiling in remembrance, Isabella meandered around the excavation. This time, no whining twosome distracted her. Each separate chore fascinated her. Diggers cleared out the mud from the earlier wall collapse. Pickmen used their tools to distinguish a wall from centuries of mud. Two English students dropped a plumb line to measure the wall’s height.

Her fingers itched to record the scene. She rummaged in her satchel for sketchbook and pencil. For several breaths she merely watched, then she tried to transfer the energy to the page: the pickmen, the two students, Arkwright gesturing to a worker carrying a brace.

“Well done.” The woman at her shoulder startled Isabella. “In a few minutes you’ve reproduced our dig.”

A wide-brimmed hat preserved the woman’s creamy skin from the intense sun. It also framed the angular bones that gave her a singular beauty. Dust and sweat had not touched her starched blouse and trim tan skirt. With a yellow scarf tied in an ascot, she looked like an advertisement for the chic sporting woman.

Isabella offered a brighter smile than she felt. “Thank you, Mrs. Arkwright. The dig is fascinating. History brought into the present.”

“Say that to Gawen Tarrant, and he may let you stay. Come into the shade, Miss Newcombe, before this sun melts you.”

Isabella stowed her sketchbook then followed Cecilia Arkwright beneath a long tarp.

The woman walked around rough tables covered with sorting trays and settled onto a campstool. She idly fingered the potsherds in the nearest tray. “My husband told me of your straits. What will you do, Miss Newcombe?”

Isabella fanned her hat. “Wilt even more until I collapse under this sun. Mrs. Arkwright, when I saw your husband this morning, I thought I had a brilliant solution. I fear the gods may have blinded me instead of granting my plea.”

“Did you pray for guidance? Well, we shall see if your solution was divinely inspired or not. Bring over a stool, and help me sort these.”

Isabella spilled the story of her dismissal as she sorted broken potsherds from a basket into trays. By the time the sun sank toward the horizon, her gloves were soiled by centuries’ old clay and she’d learned that pottery revealed its age as distinctly as sculpture did.

“It’s like a puzzle, isn’t it? Sorting by the color marks and the thickness and the slip. Are the pieces ever re-assembled? I think that would be incredibly frustrating. A puzzle with no clues as to size or shape, and most of the pieces missing.”

“Hunting a job, Miss Newcombe?”

She stiffened at the unfamiliar voice. Wilted she may have felt, but steel straightened her spine as she stood to confront her next challenge. “Professor Tarrant, I presume?”

The oblique allusion to the great African adventurer earned his grin, a white flash in a face tanned by the fierce sun. Beneath the wide brim of his hat, his startlingly green eyes were a brilliant shock. A tall man, with arms obstinately folded, he loomed over her. “Archaeology is not a treasure hunt but an exploration into our origins.”

“Gawen, Miss Newcombe has had a few difficult days. You shouldn’t bombard her with your favorite lecture.”

“We have all had difficult days, Cecilia. I’ve wasted a week at Knossos, and I return to days lost due to a mud slip and tourists, one of whom won’t leave. Walk with me, Miss Newcombe. Leave that,” he ordered when she lifted her satchel.

“I won’t, Professor. I can’t. My money’s in it.”

“Fool woman. You should have the money on you, not in a bag for any street urchin to wrench away. Hand it over.” He unbuckled his belt. When she stood disbelieving, he snapped, “I won’t steal your money. I’ll keep it safely until you leave tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” She had hoped for a week or more, not just one night.

“Tomorrow unless you convince me otherwise. Now, your money.”

To refuse would further blacken her chances. She handed over her purse. He snapped it open and extracted the folded pound notes. “How much?”

She named her woefully small sum as she returned her purse to the satchel.

His eyebrows lifted then dropped back to a scowl. She was relieved his perpetual frown could break, albeit briefly. “That’s all the Harcourt-Smythes paid for keeping their two screeching girls in line?” He stuffed her folded bills into his money belt.

“You saw us? When?”

“At Knossos on Monday. How often did you want to strangle your charges?”

Isabella primmed her mouth. “Not once, sir. A governess inculcates good behavior as well as knowledge. However much I deplored their shrill voices and reprehensible conduct, I could do no more than remonstrate with them to behave better. My personal preferences as to strangulation remained but a dream.”

Cecilia Arkwright applauded. “Well said. I hear my own governess.”

Tarrant snorted. “If you talked that way, no wonder they misbehaved.” He finished buckling his belt then swept an arm to have her precede him. “Is that a week’s wage? Where are your other wages?”

“Two weeks’ wages. I had other money with me, but I had to pay my hotel bill, an expense I did not expect. Mr. Harcourt-Smythe banked the rest of my salary. In with those bills is a letter from him to his Athens banker, explaining the transfer of my remaining wages.”

“Useless here, isn’t it? Why didn’t you protest? Throw a schoolgirl’s tantrum and let those brats taste their own behavior?” Although he limped, Gawen Tarrant set a rapid pace. “Or are you too much the pattern of propriety? And if you are that proper, why were you dismissed?”

Isabella stumbled on the path he’d chosen away from the site. He steadied her. She forced herself to meet those hard green eyes, even as color flooded her cheeks. “Perhaps I am too much a pattern of propriety, sir. I have several times found it necessary to rebuff Mr. Harcourt-Smythe. I found it necessary to refuse him more vigorously both before and after his wife discovered him in my bedchamber Tuesday night.”

The path angled up the hillside. Spreading oaks gave partial shade. “Before and after, Miss Newcombe? Did his wife not dismiss you on the spot?”

“Mr. Harcourt-Smythe offered a different employment after she dismissed me.”

Gawen Tarrant stopped under an oak’s partial shade. Her severe gray suit offered no armor against his scathing glare. “I trust he offered you considerably more money.”

“I did not give him an opportunity to name a sum, sir.”

“You should ask much, much more.”

The blush burned her cheeks. “I do not know what opinion you have of American women, Prof. Tarrant, but I do not seek that employment. I have never—.”

“You did tell Arkwright that you were desperate enough to do anything.”

“I’m not that desperate,” she spat.

As if her vehemence confirmed a silent question, he nodded and resumed walking. “You are not that desperate yet, Miss Newcombe. You will be if you do not quickly find employment. You are far from your passage back to England.”

“Yes, I know. I hoped to find work here. I can read ancient Greek and Latin.”

“We are digging earlier than the glorious Greeks. We’ve excavated below the Minoan culture that Arthur Evans uncovered at Knossos. Arkwright’s in his realm. We will soon dig deeper.” At her blank look, he shook his head. “You do not even know what that means.”

“I can learn.”

“We operate on a lean budget, Miss Newcombe, unlike some archaeologists who spend their personal fortunes on a dig. The treasure-hunters focus on Egypt, lusting for a find like Schliemann’s at Troy. Standings and Arkwright won’t fund your salary. Any money you would earn here must come from the Tarrant account, and that is not a rich one. So in the morning you will return to Heraklion. I will ensure your return to the mainland. That expense I can shoulder for you. Then you must seize on some other English gentleman for charity; the British School at Athens is flush with them. Or you may return to Harcourt-Smythe.”

“Never.”

“Never to him? Or to that employment? How many times did he come to your room? How many times did he force himself on you?”

“My father was a fan of American football, Professor. Perhaps you know the game? That taught me all the protection I needed. As for the rest, it is none of your business.” She stalked ahead.

Even with the limp, he quickly caught up to her. Those green eyes blazed, like Zeus preparing a thunderbolt to blast an impertinent mortal. “It’s my business if I make it so. I run a respectable dig, Miss Newcombe.”

“Yet you dare accuse me—.”

“Do I believe you or Harcourt-Smythe, a wealthy businessman?”

“A predator on defenseless women!”

“According to Arkwright, Harcourt-Smythe wants to discuss an antiquities deal with me. He proposed it Tuesday evening, when Arkwright dined with him. He will return soon.” She gaped at him. He prodded. “And find you here.”

“Do you doubt me, Prof. Tarrant? I do not lie.”

“You misread me, Miss Newcombe. Through the business he wants to contract, I can have a leverage on him. I can force him to re-hire you.”

“Only to have his advances foisted on me again? No. Besides, he would abandon me, perhaps in much more dire circumstances, as soon as he is beyond your sphere. That service from you I will not request, Prof. Tarrant. I and my propriety will find another way home.” She whirled away.

He caught up at the last incline to the village. “My apologies, Miss Newcombe. I did not intend to offend you.”

“That is a lie.” Even though her energy was flagging, she didn’t slow down. “You designed every word to provoke me.”

“Guilty as charged.”

That stopped her.

He grinned, like a little boy who had tricked her. His stern expression melted away, and he looked as young as the apprentice archaeologists. “The house with the blue doors, Miss Newcombe. Tell our housekeeper Dorcas that I sent you, and she will make you welcome.” Then he headed back, skidding a little on the slope before it leveled off.

Isabella watched his hike back, a smooth gait even with a limp. He had accused her twice, to satisfy an inner test she couldn’t divine. He said that she would leave tomorrow and offered the means, then he hinted that she might stay longer. She didn’t understand him. As fickle as Zeus, he flashed punishment then seemed willing to protect a stranger seeking the dig’s hospitality—however briefly he extended the obligatory welcome.

She didn’t dare toss his assistance back, as much as she wanted to. His “guilty as charged” had sapped her anger at his offensive questions. She didn’t know what to do.

The wind picked up. She held her hat in place and surveyed the dig. Not a large excavation, like the one Arthur Evans had conducted at Knossos or Schliemann’s extensive digging at Troy. The quartering ropes in carefully measured sections looked scientific, as had the sorting of potsherds: dark glaze to this tray, earth-red in the other, unmarked bits in the third. A logical method to uncover the site’s secrets. As Gawen Tarrant’s well-chosen shafts had uncovered her secrets.

The professor had reached the dig. He spoke to a dark-haired man she hadn’t met. The other man turned, giving orders to the workmen. They began to stack their tools. Several unrolled a covering for the roped excavation. Gawen Tarrant spoke next to Arkwright and the two younger men before ducking beneath the tarp.

Isabella remembered her money. She would have to speak to Prof. Tarrant to retrieve her wages, but she would refuse to play “Miss Gratitude”.

She resumed her climb to the village.

The path plunged through a stand of cedars before it gained the hill, then it skirted an olive grove as it worked around a large house. From the size and the terra cotta roof tiles, she guessed it was the one leased for the dig. The blue doors confirmed it. She smiled at those doors as she had last Saturday noon as she walked with the Harcourt-Smythes from their camp beyond the village. Blue was an understatement; the paint was a bright Egyptian lapis. The blue was repeated in the tilework of a sparkling pool that centered the inner courtyard. Like an ancient Roman villa, the house surrounded the courtyard. She had wanted to explore, but their visit was confined to the entrance, the courtyard, and a long room that combined the sitting and dining areas. Now she was to have her chance.

She rang the bell. As she waited, she glanced at the village that straggled along the hillside. A half-dozen families could have lived in this house.

The housekeeper Dorcas did not seem surprised at her re-appearance. She left Isabella in the courtyard then bustled away along a covered hallway to the kitchen.

Sinking into a chair near the pool, Isabella trembled as much as the breeze-stirred leaves and water. She had used her last energy of the day. The spurt of anger and frustration that had buttressed her from the dig to the house evanesced. The drone of bees increased. The sun on the white-washed wall looked bright and brighter, then it blackened, and she melted like wax.
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A cool cloth covered Isabella’s eyes. Distant voices echoed but not clearly enough to distinguish the one she dreaded. A bird trilled. A gentle breeze cooled. She wanted to lie quietly in this peace but dared not. Holding the cloth, she sat up and swayed.

“Careful. Don’t move too quickly.” The man’s voice, deeper than Gawen Tarrant’s, yet with the same lilt of Welsh beneath the public school accent. The mattress sank, and a strong arm bolstered her. “Drink this.”

She removed the cloth to see an enameled cup advancing. She barely caught her breath before the cup touched her lips, and she had to drink. The whiskey burned its way down her throat. When her coughing subsided, the man leaned her back onto the bed. She blinked at this rougher version of a Tarrant and remembered that the professor’s brother was on this dig.

“What happened?” she whispered.

He set the cup on a side table. In the time he gave himself before answering, she noted several differences to Gawen Tarrant. This rugged version had a tanned face marred by a stubbly beard. Dark hair curled over his opened collar. And bright blue eyes framed by thick lashes every girl would envy.

She had to look away before he captured her heart. Lamplight left much of the room in shadow, but she spotted her satchel on a low chest behind him.

“Better now? Or is the room still spinning?”

She blinked, trying to marshal her scattered thoughts. “No, no, it’s—. I’m sorry to have caused more trouble.” She liked his blue eyes. The lamplight gave them a mesmerizing brilliance. By contrast, his brother’s vivid green eyes had seemed cold, indifferent to her plight.

“You came the other day with the Harcourt-Smythes. Don’t tell me they’re back.”

“No. No, just me.”

“And have you abandoned the terrors?”

At the apt naming, she responded to his smile before her spirits sank again. “I no longer work for them. I was dismissed Tuesday night. They left the hotel the next morning.”

“Have you eaten since then? No? Well, that explains your faint.”

“I fainted?” Disgust at her weakness flattened her voice.

“Call it a swoon. The heat and the climb uphill combined with three days without substantial food. You were bound to swoon. Why didn’t you eat at the hotel?”

“I need every pound to pay my passage home.”

“Yet you spent more days at the hotel.”

“Mr. Harcourt-Smythe said that he had paid my room through last night. The hotel manager told me this morning that he had not paid it. I thought myself blessed when I managed to coerce Prof. Arkwright into bringing me here.”

“I see. You twisted his arm and marched him to the lorry.”

The sally won him another smile. Isabella’s affinity for this Tarrant grew. He was passing from stranger to friend, and she still didn’t know his name.

That thought woke her caution. His touch to the damp curls around her face jangled an alarm bell. He might scowl and inspect her like a specimen on a pin, but she knew her pulse fluttered in her throat and her cheeks burned at the hint of intimacy.

“I want to sit up.”

“Not yet. You may be dizzy.”

She wriggled. “I don’t know you. Not your name or who you are—.”

“And you have recovered enough to remember propriety. I see I made no impression at our first introduction. I’m Madoc Tarrant, Gawen’s brother.” Spying her puzzled frown, he added, “I was covered with mud the first time.”

She remembered then, despite the two terrors’ distraction. During their tour they had watched workers digging out a wall half-covered by the recent mud slip. Arkwright had called a man’s name, and he had straightened to acknowledge them. Taller than the other workers, the mud had given him anonymity. His eyes had flashed white in his muddy face, then he’d bent back to work, giving them his broad shoulders. Muscles had rippled under his mud-slick shirt. Mud had plastered his trousers to his legs. Artist she might pretend to be, but then and now embarrassment colored her face. Isabella wriggled again.

“Lie still, Isabella.”

Her name on his well-shaped mouth did not help her composure. “How did I get—? Where am—? I was on the terrace. What happened?”

“Our housekeeper Dorcas found you, and I was first back, luckily for you. I carried you here, to my room. It’s the quietest in the house. Dorcas did the rest, not me. Your modesty remains untouched.” His flashing grin reassured her. “Dorcas would still be hovering if the others hadn’t returned, demanding dinner.”

“I must thank her. And you.”

“No thanks are necessary, Miss Newcombe.”

“Please, I must sit up.”

He helped her, tucking a pillow behind her. Then he walked around the bed to the window, open to the night air. The bird trilled again. A dog yapped unceasingly. Madoc Tarrant’s profile was sharply defined against the darkness. High brow and straight nose, square chin bristly with the day’s whiskers. The only trait he didn’t share with his brother were those blue eyes, but no one would ever confuse the two men. Tall, dark and handsome. If Nigel Arkwright were Apollo, which god was he? Hades? Then which god was his brother?

“What brings you to the dig, Miss Newcombe?”

Although that hint of Welsh reverberated to her bones, the question sounded too much like his brother to fluster her. She explained a third time, abbreviating it to the bare facts. He nodded as she recited it, and she had the distinct impression that he matched this version to one he’d already heard. From his brother or from Cecilia Arkwright?

“How did you manage to escape his advances the second time?”

“I climbed over the balcony railing.”

“A rather drastic measure. Weren’t you frightened?”

“Yes, but I didn’t know what else to do. I shoved him off the first time with the only football block I know. I wanted to hit him with a lamp, but if I upset him or hurt him, then he might involve other people. A doctor. Or the police. I didn’t want that. So, over the railing I went. It wasn’t as scary as the mountains I hiked with my father in America.”

He scowled into the darkness. “Have you considered that Harcourt-Smythe has shoved you into a more troublesome situation than casting you penniless into a foreign land? Has he made it impossible for you to return to a position as governess when you return to England?”

Isabella inhaled sharply. The Tarrant brothers both pierced to the heart with their questions. “I have considered that. They will not give a recommendation. Even with two excellent references behind me, a new position will be extremely difficult to find.”

“You have family to help you?”

She dropped her gaze and saw her hands betraying her, twisting and bunching her skirt. She forced them open and smoothed the wrinkles. “No one, not since my father’s death four years ago. I have an aunt in the States, but she is not a wealthy woman. I would not want to drain her few resources with a problem I should be able to solve.”

“Did your father leave nothing?”

“He had very little, a small inheritance from his father. His illness used up the residue of the monetary inheritance. The house I cannot touch.”

“Being a governess is a lonely future. Days upon days of teaching other people’s children. Is that all you aspire to?”

His question turned the work into slavery. In defense, she told him more than she normally would have. “I do have a plan, Mr. Tarrant. I wanted several references from the British upper-crust. With those, I hoped to attain a position at a private school for girls. My father taught classical studies at Palmerstoke in Virginia before he was hired at a boy’s preparatory school in Kent. His teaching life was not so drear. Dr. Ivers—he tended my father—he hired me to teach his son then helped me to a position with Sir Clive and Lady Baskille. Both wrote excellent references, but after the Harcourt-Smythes—.” Her fingers clenched, ruining her pressing of the gray skirt, although she didn’t realize it. “I shall be fortunate if the London agency agrees to represent me a second time.”

“Do you want to be a governess? Do you want to teach dead languages to girls more interested in gossip and fashion? Or do you want to sketch and paint?”

Isabella goggled at him. Madoc Tarrant crossed to the low chest where her satchel spilled open. Her sketchbook lay open beside it.

“You searched my things?”

“Cecilia Arkwright showed me your sketch of the site. I carried up your satchel.” He brought the sketchbook and sat beside her. “You’re an artist, Isabella.”

“But you searched—.” She bit her lip. His use of her name a second time barely registered against the greater invasion of her privacy.

“I didn’t prowl through your valise. I did nothing except look through this. Once Cecilia showed me your first drawing, I wanted to see more.” Flipping through the pages, he stopped at the temple of Delphi. “You’ve captured that feeling of light, of prominence, yet it still looks secluded, secret. And here.” He turned to a fishing boat, its sails puffed with wind. “I can feel that breeze. You’ve caught the sun sparkling on the water.”

Isabella wanted to snatch her private drawings and cradle them protectively. Instead, she tucked her hands behind her. She barely heard his praise for the roaring in her ears. She concentrated so hard that she nearly didn’t hear the answer to her morning’s prayer to Zeus.

“I may have a solution to your problem. Gawen is planning a treatise on overlooked archaeological sites. Line drawings like your temple at Delphi would illustrate his points more clearly. He was going to hire someone, but with you here, on site—.”

She began to hope but dared say nothing. Technical drawings were not the same as personal sketches. She had no doubts about her skill. The problem lay not with her. Madoc Tarrant was not his brother.

He studied a farmer with a curly beard, reminiscent of the statue of Poseidon. Then he flipped to today’s work. “For a quick sketch this is very accurate. The quartered sections, the ropes, and here where Petrie is, I can see the different building layers.” He paused. She didn’t speak. After a flash of his blue eyes, he cleared his throat. “Gawen is also writing a series of articles about modern archaeology, the science over the treasure hunt. I’ve told him he’s a dry author. Sketches of the dig, of the workers, those would personalize his articles.” He shut the book. His hand compassed the cover. “Are you up to it, Miss Newcombe?”

“A job,” she breathed.

At his slow smile her heart skipped a beat. “Yes, a job. Your eyes are sparkling. You’ll never be able to hide your moods.”

She didn’t question why he had proposed the work. Her hopes threatened to scale Mt. Olympus. But she also knew who ran this dig. “It’s not possible, Mr. Tarrant. Your brother clearly said that he doesn’t want me here.”

“My brother has little imagination, hence his boring writing. He will listen to me, Miss Newcombe. We’ve already discussed the need for illustrations. His publishers agreed. The monies are set aside, but Gawen must commission the artist. Believe me, when he sees your work, he’ll jump at the opportunity. This work, for the treatise and the articles, it can lead to more commissions if you reach the potential these sketches say you’re capable of. Will you do it?”

“And if your brother says no?”

“He won’t. And since starvation is not an option, you also won’t say no.” He handed over the sketchbook and stood. “Do you still hate me for looking at your drawings?”

She hugged the book. “How can I when it leads to this? You’ve given me a dream opportunity. Thank you, Mr. Tarrant.”

“I doubt you’ll thank me when you discover what a stern taskmaster Gawen is. The first article is complete, waiting for its artwork. You’ll have to discuss it with him after you read the article.” He reached the door.

“Mr. Tarrant, who would have illustrated the articles if I had not agreed?”

“I was going to turn my hand to it, although I’ve no patience for drawing. I certainly wouldn’t have matched your skill.”

“I won’t offend you by taking this work from you?”

“Believe me, it’s no hardship to shed that particular job. I’ve enough to do, directing the workmen and scheduling the supplies and handling the payroll. Anything else?”

“This room—have I put someone out?”

“Just me, but I’ll doss down in the old porter’s room. That may solve a couple of problems. Dorcas will bring you a dinner tray. See that you eat everything on it. You can leave the tray in the hall. Then lock the door. I have the only other key.”

“Yes, O Master.”

He grinned, nothing like the slow smile that affected her heart, and she grinned back. He left, long strides down the long balcony that faded toward the distant voices.

The housekeeper came with a supper tray before Isabella finished rummaging through her satchel to see what else Madoc Tarrant had prowled into. A tiny woman clad all in black, Dorcas looked weathered by work and life. Following her was a gap-toothed man lugging Isabella’s heavy suitcase. He dropped it by the tall chest.

At Isabella’s request the housekeeper showed her the bathroom, a small tiled room near her own. Isabella wanted a long soak but settled for a quick wash. When she returned, Dorcas had closed the shutters and was unpacking the suitcase into the chifforobe. Isabella had no chance to see if Madoc Tarrant had prowled there as well.

As she finished her dinner, the housekeeper reached the bottom of the suitcase. She shook out the nightgown that Isabella had shoved there after inadequate mending. Dorcas clucked over the clumsily resewn strap and draped it over her arm. She also demanded Isabella’s clothes with the empty tray. When she bustled out, everything was neatly stowed and Isabella sat in bed in her slip.

She locked the door behind the housekeeper. For the first time since Harcourt-Smythe had begun his advances, she felt clean and safe.

A dove replaced the songbird, its coo muted by the closed shutters. The dog was still barking. Isabella blew out the lamp then opened the window and leaned into the cooling air.

Cedar and cigar smoke scented the night. In the clear sky the bright moon seemed more brilliant than a wintry English sun. The dove cooed then took flight with an alerting shrill.

Footsteps crunched on gravel, and Isabella remembered the hillside path around the house. She eased into the room’s blackness. A man came from beneath the gnarled olives. The moon silvered his fair hair. Arkwright. His cigar tip glowed. He dropped it, ground it out with his heel, and continued down the hill, toward the dig. The cedars soon hid him.

Muted through the shut door she heard laughter, a woman’s bright laugh over the men’s deeper voices. She wondered where they were and what they were talking about.

An owl hooted, drawing her attention back to the hillside. And a second dark shape separated from the olive grove. He followed Arkwright but stayed off the gravel and in the deeper shadows. When he reached the path, he had to cross moonlight. One of the Tarrants, but it was too dark to tell which one. Madoc, she hazarded. He cast a quick glance along the house, and she was glad she had blown out the lamp. The moon cast his face in stark angles, remote and cold, not like the man who had made himself her friend. He dropped down the hill at an angle to the path, an approach that would take him to the site before Arkwright.

She closed the shutter and fumbled her way through the mosquito netting to the bed. Sleep eluded her. Was this new job as lucky as it first seemed? Why had Arkwright gone to the dig at night? He couldn’t work in darkness. Had he wanted to get away from the house?

She remembered how charming Cecilia Arkwright had seemed while Mrs. Standings had sat cool and aloof, smoking an endless series of cigarettes in a red enameled holder. She could not remember much about Prof. Standings. There was a small boy, guarded by a diligent governess. Isabella couldn’t remember how many students were on the dig. Dinner on Saturday evening had included everyone, but she had soon found it necessary to keep the girls occupied on the courtyard. Several times she had looked into the sitting room. Mrs. Harcourt-Smythe had chattered away to Mrs. Standings while her husband had focused on Cecilia Arkwright. Their voices were low murmurs, and he had shifted his chair very close to hers.

Had Prof. Arkwright escaped on this night-time walk because his wife charmed his colleagues? Or did she charm them so he could escape? Why had Madoc Tarrant followed so stealthily? And where was Gawen Tarrant?

Isabella shook her head at her strange fancies. Huddled under her covers, she listened to the noises of a strange house. The wind increased, and the shutters creaked. The others retired, voices louder as they climbed the exterior stair to the balcony that wrapped the courtyard. A woman laughed. Doors shut. Footsteps came partway down the hall, then another door shut.

Her racing mind refused to retreat for sleep, so she tried to divine the house’s layout from the little that she’d seen. The two-storied house surrounded the courtyard with its pool and lovely bougainvillea. The upper rooms all opened to the balcony. Perpendicular to the covered entrance was a flagstone hall, with the kitchen at one end. The huge sitting room with its long dining table seemed to run the length of the square. Everything bespoke the house’s age: exposed beams stained by time, cracked plaster and peeling paint, vivid tiles cracked and chipped yet still beautiful. The thick stone construction had withstood many harsh Mediterranean summers. Since this room had a view of the path to the dig, it had to be at the back of the house. The members of the dig were all housed here, but no one else. The Harcourt-Smythes had camped like an Egyptian expedition; he had relished the adventure, although Isabella had had to contend with his daughters’ voluble protests.

Isabella tossed to her side. Her eyes adjusted enough to distinguish the chifforobe and low chest through the netting. Her satchel still gaped open on the chest.

What had Madoc Tarrant meant? How could letting her have this room solve a problem? He had claimed not to have searched her satchel, that Cecilia Arkwright had shown him her sketchbook. Had Cecilia searched it? Had someone searched her suitcase? Isabella had nothing embarrassingly private, but she felt invaded and powerless.

Especially since Gawen Tarrant had her pitiful wages.

As she fretted over the scattered events, snoring began along the balcony. So mundane a sound rattled her worries from their foundation. She flipped her pillow to the cool side and resolutely shut her eyes.

She dreamed of a bloody battle. Horsemen threw spears. Chariot wheels whirled with flashing scythes.

She woke, sweating, screams in her ears.

Isabella started from the bed. The mosquito netting tangled her, and she nearly panicked before she slid under it. The shock of cold stone cast the dream away, and she remembered where she was. She blundered along the wall and flung the window open.

All was silent. The birds had tucked into their wings for the night. Even the dog finally slept. She drank the cool air, scented with cedar. A bright moonbeam shafted into the room, across the snarled netting and tumbled bed, and glinted on the glass carafe on the washstand. Isabella fumbled her way to it. She shakily poured the water and gulped it, spilling a little.

A night breeze drifted in as she finished the water. She shivered in her damp slip. Opening the chifforobe, she felt blindly for another. She dropped the sweaty one on the floor. As she closed the chifforobe, she heard a metal snick, like a lock being turned. She froze, listening a long time, but she heard only the owl.

Isabella crept back to the window and watched the moonlit hillside until yawns overpowered the dream. As she reached to close the shutter, she saw movement on the hillside and retreated to deeper shadow.

A man came up the path from the dig. The moon had shifted to the low horizon directly across from her window. The shift cast the path through the cedars into blackness. She waited for him to come onto the gravel, but he had either stopped or taken another way. She reached again for the shutter, and he emerged. She froze, her white arm stark against the dark wood, but he didn’t look up. He climbed, head bent, hands in pockets, not as stealthy as at early evening.

What had Madoc Tarrant to be so dejected about?

He continued beneath the olive trees and around the house, out of sight. She hurriedly closed the shutter and crawled back into bed. She listened for him in the house. Eventually, the footsteps came, not loud but not walking with care. A door opened.

“Gawen? Have you seen Nigel?” Cecilia Arkwright. Although her voice was muffled, it came clearly through the extreme quiet.

“Sorry, no. I’ve been in my study going over the supply ledger with Madoc. Did Nigel go out for a smoke?”

“Hours ago.”

“Off on a ramble, no doubt. Goodnight, Cecilia.” He walked nearer. A door opened and shut. The other door shut.

He had lied, for Madoc Tarrant had been on the hillside, not in his study.

Why had he lied? Combined with his brother’s secret tracking of the professor, it was more mystery than Isabella had ever encountered. She tried to stay awake, listening for Nigel Arkwright’s return, but she fell asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow.
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​Chapter 3 :: Sunday, October 5
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Isabella woke with the conviction that Cecilia Arkwright had lied to Gawen Tarrant. The metal snick that she’d heard must have been the door shutting when Nigel Arkwright had slipped into his room, long before Madoc Tarrant came back to the house. Cecilia had lied, and Prof. Tarrant’s responding lie had been equally smooth.

Secret visits to the dig. Treasures worth stealing. Lies and counter-lies. She had tumbled into a mystery. How disappointing if it were only conflicting scientific theories.

She didn’t dawdle over dressing, but she wavered over what to wear. Their view of her this morning might form the backdrop for her time here. If she wanted the artist’s job, she should dress with an artist’s flair. Yet Harcourt-Smythe’s blotting dismissal required a modest dress. She settled on a pleated linen dress and tied a sash of her favorite blue for a splash of color against the white. She gathered her hair back with a matching ribbon.

All the doors of the sitting room were opened to the courtyard. At the far end the others had gathered for breakfast along the dining table. Isabella felt the battery of eyes as she passed a corner desk and clustered chairs on her way to join them.

Madoc Tarrant scraped back his chair as he stood to welcome her. “Here she is now.” He indicated the empty chair beside him, against the wall and between him and Frederick Petrie.

Gawen Tarrant had also risen to greet her. He offered neither smile nor scowl, and she could not tell if his brother had mentioned the illustrations idea. Surrounded by strangers, she was too shy to broach it herself.

“I told you a governess is no slug-a-bed,” Cecilia declared, sitting on her husband’s right at the table’s head. She offered a welcoming smile. This morning she looked elegant in cream silk and navy linen. Around her dark cap of hair she wore a cream band tied with a flamboyant bow. Matched to such casual dash, Isabella felt like an ingénue. Seated at the table’s center, Mrs. Standings was a splash of bright florals with ruffles, pretty but not stylish.

While she slipped to her appointed chair, Arkwright stood more tardily and took it upon himself to introduce everyone. “You will remember Prof. Standings.” He indicated the man across from him. “And his wife.”

Isabella smiled and nodded. Madoc reached across her to pour coffee into her cup, and she had to peek over his arm as Arkwright introduced the four students. At the dinner Saturday evening, she had sat squeezed between her chattering charges and had scarcely noticed them. Her employer had dominated the conversation, drawing out the other women with his reminisces of London parties and mutual acquaintances. With golden curls that claimed kinship with a sun-kissed god or an angel, Richard Lamb outshone everyone at the table, including Cecilia Arkwright. Seated on Prof. Arkwright’s left, he scarcely acknowledged the introduction. Isabella smiled at Frederick Petrie, dapper as a British cricket player. Brown hair, brown eyes, brown suit, nothing set him apart except his thin, loose limbs. Young Hamilton Matthews’ gangling arms revealed his age more than his freshly scrubbed face did.

“And Phillip Castlereagh here,” Arkwright added, “beside my wife.”

With last night’s lies and secrecy echoing clearly, Isabella was intrigued by the territory each person had staked around the table. Only Prof. Arkwright retained his seat from last weekend. Everyone else had changed, and she wondered if that were due to Prof. Tarrant’s return. He had supplanted Cecilia from the foot of the table. She had shifted to her husband’s right. Opposing armies, with allies drawn up for defense. And Isabella was caught in no man’s land, between Madoc Tarrant and Frederick Petrie. She preferred the open side between Katherine Standings and Richard Lamb.

Under cover of passing the toast, Madoc said, “I’ve spoken with Gawen. He wants to see your work. After breakfast.”

“Madoc, don’t monopolize our visitor,” Mrs. Standings chided. “How long do you stay, Miss Newcombe?”

That question struck with an arrow-straight aim into her dilemma as well as pointing out her position as a stranger to these people. Isabella had no answer.

Prof. Tarrant leaned back and propped on his chair-arm. “I’ve offered her a breathing space. After the Harcourt-Smythes, she needs it, don’t you agree?”

“Where did you meet them?” Petrie asked, his gaze on the toast he over-buttered. “I never saw them before this week’s invasion.”

“They’ve lurked on the fringes of the archaeology community since before the war. Marmalade, Isabella?” Cecilia offered the jam jar. As Isabella took it, the woman added, “I believe he deals in antiquities.”

“Is that right, Miss Newcombe? Harcourt-Smythe sells antiquities?”

“I was merely the governess, Mr. Petrie.”

Nigel Arkwright cleared his throat. “He salts his collection with a few artifacts.”

“Treasure hunter,” Gawen snorted.

“Treasure hunters are needed,” Standings said blandly. “Universities cannot fund every dig. We need funding from wealthy collectors as well. And public interest at museums also raises funds. If every little trinket winds up hidden in university archives, no dig will ever be funded.”

“What I know of him, Tarrant, is all aboveboard. I knew him before the war,” Arkwright said. “He’s had several lean years with most of the archaeological digs suspended. Now we have Armistice, there will be more for him to sell. Trinkets, mostly. Nothing museum quality. He’s no black market dealer.”

“It is curious,” Standings said with a blandness ironic in relation to his words, “that an antiquities dealer appears as we begin having thefts of recovered artifacts.”

“Not thefts.” Petrie lit a cigarette and blew smoke into the air. “Misplaced. We found a couple of them.”

“A couple found when I can list a half-dozen more of finer quality that are still missing,” Tarrant snapped. “Museum quality.”

“Keep your hat on, Professor. When we catalog the storeroom, I’m certain we’ll find them. Not every one of us understands the significance of our work.” Petrie flicked a glance at the gangly student.

Hamilton Matthews didn’t look up from his eggs.

Cecilia lifted her coffee cup and left it suspended in the air. “What did you think of Mr. Harcourt-Smythe when you met him at Knossos, Gawen? Kat and I found him charming. His wife as well.”

“I had no dealings with him. Petros gave him the tour.”

“What work did you accomplish at Knossos, Professor?” Lamb injected.

“Since you three had finished the interesting work, I drudged. We cleared the debris from the past winter and rebuilt the roof protecting the throne room.”

“You think Evans is planning a more extensive excavation? That was the rumor at the British School when we stopped in Athens, that he wanted the site brought to a workable state before he returned.”

“That would explain the British School’s proviso in our excavation contract with Crete. Why else would the BSA request a measured layout of the site and the adjacent areas?”

As he and Lamb discussed the major site, Cecilia around Petrie. “Isabella, you have untainted eyes. How does our excavation compare to Knossos?”

Isabella swallowed her bite of egg. “How can I compare them? I’m not trained.”

“Do give us your honest opinion,” Castlereagh prompted. “Which site do you prefer?”

Isabella looked for malice in his eyes but saw none. Older than his fellows, he had served his time in the trenches. She didn’t remember who had said those words to her, but the information didn’t excuse the slight she heard in his voice.

Madoc Tarrant had heard it as well, for he set down his coffee. He had to lean forward to glare up-table at the man. “I wouldn’t answer that, Miss Newcombe. No matter how you couch your answer, you will offend one of these archaeologists. They have different interests and different theories, different everything.”

She glanced at him. His eyes, very blue and clear, smiled at her, and she knew he remained the same man who had offered help last evening. He hadn’t changed. She set her fork down and swept her gaze around the table. “Then I will offend no one. I do not see any true answer. Without an understanding of archaeology, I cannot understand what I am seeing.”

Petrie whistled. “A woman who admits to ignorance. Now there’s a rare object.”

“I will not let you sidestep my question. You are the public with untainted eye, Isabella. You must have some opinion.” Cecilia swirled her coffee. “You toured Knossos, did you not? And you have not only toured our excavation, but you sketched it yesterday and this past weekend. Come, tell us what you think.”

“Ask my opinion of the Coliseum or the Parthenon, Mrs. Arkwright. There I know what to judge. I can only tell you that Knossos is archaeology on a grand scale, and here you are compact, tightly-focused. I can see the energy of your work and its scientific elements; at Knossos I see the remnants of such work. I do not know what else you wish me to say.”

“Did you explore the Grand Staircase?” Lamb asked.

“Mrs. Harcourt-Smythe did not wish her daughters to venture down the steps. After we heard that it had once fallen, she was afraid that it might do so again. Was that you, Prof. Tarrant, on the far edge of the site?”

“We were repairing a drainage trench in preparation for the winter rains.”

“Nigel has heard that Evans wishes to reconstruct the palace as he did the staircase.”

“A desecration of the science,” Gawen Tarrant grumbled.

“Restoring the first glories of Greece,” Arkwright countered.

“Exactly,” Isabella interjected. “If you call my eye ‘untainted’, then this public thinks both need to be seen, the one to reveal history as it was, the other to explore history as it was, and through both to understand archaeology and the origins of civilization.”

Lamb laughed and shoved away from the table. “Miss Newcombe, you’re a diplomat. You’ve removed the bone before our debate could degenerate into an argument.”

She blinked. “I have?” Had he just provided the reason for last night’s lies?

Lamb crossed one leg over the other and dug into his pocket. “Archaeology is a science of balances. To preserve we must reveal, and to reveal we must destroy. What we destroy, we cannot restore. As scientists, our difficulty is deciding how much to reveal. Too much destroys the site; too little does not uncover all the site can teach. If you stay a few days, you will hear this argument several times. To reach the layer that interests Prof. Tarrant, we must dig deeply. Prof. Standings wants to preserve every layer above. Prof. Arkwright wants to find everything in the ground.” He shook tobacco from a pouch into his pipe.

“While Harcourt-Smythe,” Madoc slipped in, “wants any artifact unaccounted for. Isn’t that what he was asking you, Arkwright?”

Discomfited, Arkwright cleared his throat. His resemblance to the god Apollo had dimmed since yesterday. “They wanted a tour. He wanted to discuss purchasing—.”

“Nigel informed him that our artifacts are shared between St. George’s University and the Heraklion museum.” Cecilia’s calm interruption acted like a warning touch on her husband. He retreated to his coffee.

Isabella remembered Arkwright’s hotel dinner with the Harcourt-Smythes. Secrets, lies, valuable artifacts, and an antiquities dealer. This mystery had indeed turned interesting.

Gawen Tarrant tapped his fingers on his chair-arm. “This Harcourt-Smythe obviously believes archaeologists are an unethical lot. I suppose we should thank the pantheon of gods that he did not remain camped on our doorstep.”

“Several of our best artifacts would fund a small dig next season.”

“We have no right to dispose of them, Petrie. Madoc, would you be so kind?” Cecilia handed her coffee cup down-table to be refilled. “The artifacts belong to the university and our Cretan hosts.”

“History owns them,” Gawen murmured, “not any one person.”

“History returned to the present,” Mrs. Standings added. “That’s what Isabella said,” and Isabella hoped her jaw hadn’t dropped. What had dissipated the woman’s earlier malice? “I wish I had said it, but after weeks of sorting potsherds, I can muster little wit. I’m seeing pottery bits in my dreams.”

“Nightmares, surely?” Lamb suggested, and she laughed and agreed.

The talk turned to their plans for the day, and Isabella divined that this was the only day no active digging occurred. They began with no immediate plans, but by the time she finished her egg and toast and two cups of bracing coffee, the Arkwrights had decided to visit the French archaeologists excavating Mallia. Mrs. Standings planned to go with them. Prof. Arkwright muttered, not quietly, “At least there I will see proper respect for Minoan remains.”

“I’d like to go as well,” the skinny Matthews said. “See what they’ve dug up since I stayed there after my week at Knossos. When we’re digging, I forget how isolated we are from each other. You coming, Lamb?”

Puffing to light his pipe, he didn’t answer until it burned to his satisfaction, then he declined. “My camera has a date with a meadow. I’ll enjoy your gossip this evening.”

“And our taskmaster,” Cecilia said. “Come with us, Gawen. I don’t think you’ve spent one Sunday away from this village.”

“Last weekend, driving to Knossos.”

“That was work. Don’t slave in that study all day.” Her tone made it a prison cell.

“I’m going to the dig later, to see how you’ve progressed this week. I didn’t really have a chance to look it over yesterday afternoon.”

“We’ve had no progress at all,” Arkwright growled. “Nothing new uncovered.”

“After a week’s absence, my eyes may see what yours missed. And Lamb has offered his notes, so I can update my journal. That will consume most of my day. Offer my regrets, Cecilia.”

“With the motorcar we can squeeze in one more. Madoc, I know better than to ask you. I’ve never determined exactly how you spend your Sundays.”

“I fish. I swim. I hone a taste for the local wines.”

“Isabella, come with us to Mallia. Those French archaeologists will charm you.”

Madoc leaned forward. “After her faint yesterday, she needs to rest.”

They stared at her, and she wanted to sink. Or stomp Madoc Tarrant’s foot.

“I said you were wilting, didn’t I?” Cecilia said lightly. “Rest today. Regain your bloom. Our housekeeper will be delighted to coddle a foreign lady. She’s disappointed with Kat and me. Kat, will you ask for wine and a luncheon from Dorcas? And please manage to convey to her that we will not return for dinner. Nigel, will you fetch the motorcar? We’ll have a good day for our drive.”

Since the others rose as well, Cecilia Arkwright had quickly disposed the table. Isabella wondered if she would ever manage it as gracefully.

Although he was standing, Madoc poured another cup of coffee. Gawen eyed it then him. “Rough night, brother?”

“Up late,” he returned and saluted with the cup. “I have to be sharp for all the ragging I’ll get today.” Gawen snorted and strode off, leaving Isabella alone with Madoc. He slid her chair back as she stood. “Wait until the others leave before you come to Gawen’s study.” Then he stepped through the opened doorway and disappeared as well.

She found her room tidied and her window opened. Isabella went to drink the view. Besides the cedars and the ancient olive grove climbing the hill, she had the god’s mountain, painted in shades of blazing white, as if age had leached the living color from the earth. A hawk spiraled in the cloudless sky, a blue so pristine no artist could imitate it.

Voices soon reached her through the open door. Had they not yet discovered how sound carried along a passage of stone walls and stone floor?

“You shouldn’t have suggested Mallia.” In no way did Gawen Tarrant sound like a dour professor. “You know he’ll come back angry.”

“Where then?” Cecilia demanded. “Gurnia? Or let him sit drinking all day in a café in Sitía or Agios Nikólaos? I’d rather hear the argument than deal with him too drunk to walk straight. Or think straight.”

“You don’t have to field the other side of the argument. No, go on to Mallia. You were right to choose it. We’re in a damnable situation, Cess.”

“I’m trying, Gawen. Believe me.” Her voice lightened with a clear teasing note. “You should come. That would give him the chance to show you up with the French.”

“I thank you,” he said dryly. “No, Cess, I know what you meant. Better if I don’t go. Enjoy yourself. The French will certainly delight in your visit. You may have a different argument than the one you expect.”

“I’d rather deal with that one. Gawen—.” Yet whatever she’d started to say remained unspoken. Her heels clicked away. Isabella didn’t hear Gawen Tarrant leave.

She hadn’t planned to eavesdrop. Her door stood open, and his door was right beside hers. If they didn’t want anyone to hear, they could have shut the door.

Her mystery had just spun another coil, one that had spiraled deeper than she would have imagined.

Trying not to speculate on that intimate conversation, Isabella waited at the window for the cranky automobile to sputter away. Richard Lamb, burdened with a heavy pack and  tripod, climbed the hill. He stood silhouetted against the mountain as he gauged his path. Then he disappeared down the other side, off for his date with a meadow. She heard an engine roar as it was revved, but she didn’t move. Apprehension pinned her to the window. The future she wanted was close to her grasp—would it vanish when she reached for it, an elusive illusion?

“Back at your window, I see.”

Madoc stood in her doorway, slouching against the jamb. Hands in the pockets of his khaki drills, shirt collar opened, he looked like the reckless adventurer who broke the heroine’s heart in dime store novels. Tall, dark and too handsome for an out-of-work governess. Rather than answer, she looked back at the azure sky. His blue eyes also wouldn’t translate to paint.

“It’s the best view in the house.”

“Nothing like England or home,” she said. “In no way comparable.”

“But beautiful.”

“Yes,” she breathed.

“Even by moonlight.”

Yes, he had seen her last night. Isabella faced him. The sunlight behind her gave the advantage of shielding her face. “Why did you follow Nigel Arkwright to the dig?”

She didn’t think he would answer that straight question. His honesty surprised her. “I thought he was going to the site, but he never appeared. I lost him on the hillside. Nor did I hear him come back. I was awake a long time, listening, thinking.”

She wondered why he gave her the truth, then she wondered why she was surprised. Once again that strange connection had thrown them beyond new acquaintance. A stranger would have parried her question with a charming lie. She owed Madoc Tarrant the same honesty. “Could he have come back before you?”

“This morning Gawen said not. He went to bed after I came back, and Cecilia stopped him to ask if he’d seen Nigel.”

“Yes, I heard that conversation. Before that, long before I saw your return, I heard a door catch or a lock.”

That startled him. Mindful of the echoes along the balcony and the courtyard, he eased the door shut, even though the others had left the house. “What’s this?”

Isabella repeated what she’d heard last night.

“That was before Cecelia spoke to Gawen? Well, well. She was covering for him.”

“Covering for him? While you were trailing him?” She had indeed tumbled into a mystery. Isabella planted herself on her bed. “Mr. Tarrant, what is going on here?”

“I wish I knew. Artifacts go missing then turn up, or they get displaced from where they were left. For two weeks, every morning when we got to the dig, the quartering ropes were unstrung. I never found any tracks to lead to the culprit. The mudslip stopped that, but then the potsherd trays started being mixed. The sorted trays were dumped with the rubble.”

“Accident? Someone blundering through your work? Or sabotage?”

Those blue eyes flashed as if her questions pleased him. “Or someone looking for something they expect us to find or to have found. Or are afraid we’ve already found.” He shook his head. “Gawen says it’s nothing. During the war I learned to look askant at orders and men and—well, I’m alive and other men, better men aren’t. Maybe I’ve not been demobbed long enough to get over my—my—. I don’t know what to call it. My waiting for trouble.”

“Inklings of trouble,” Isabella substituted. “This, though, this is more than intuition. You have evidence, either of sabotage or attempts to cover theft.”

“I’m glad you agree. I think my brother’s blinding himself. I don’t know enough archaeology to pinpoint the problems. As small as this site is, everyone still works separate locations. I don’t have eyes watching everywhere, and I have to be away sometimes. This past week, with Gawen at Knossos and my work on the landslip, my instinct tells me that things weren’t just disrupted; they also went missing. But I have no evidence.” He plucked her sketchbook from the low chest and handed it to her.

She took the cue but said, “Explain your brother’s week at Knossos. I thought archaeologists only worked a particular site, but your brother, Mr. Lamb, and Mr. Petrie, all of them spoke of spending a week there.”

“Arkwright went as well.” He shut the door behind them. Their voices and footsteps echoed. “A peculiarity with the dig contract, which the university was lucky to be awarded.”

“Your brother is a professor at St. George’s?”

“Natural History. Both Arkwright and Standings are in the Classics. According to the contract with the British School, each archaeologist and student must provide a week’s service at Knossos. Gawen scheduled the earliest weeks. He hoped to be going at top speed by now.”

“Instead of dealing with sabotage covering theft in time for the arrival of a shady antiquities dealer.”

“Miss Newcombe, I like the way your brain works.”

Isabella wasn’t sure that was a compliment.
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​Chapter 4 :: Sunday, October 5
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Prof. Tarrant’s study opened onto the terrace, directly across from the sitting room. The door was tucked into the shadow generated by the exterior stair.

Sunlight blazed through the door and window. A steady breeze freshened the room. Blinded by the brilliant reflection off the terrace tiles, Isabella stopped when she stepped up to the study. With a hand to the small of her back, Madoc Tarrant moved her  forward as he came in, then her eyes adjusted.

The narrow study would have fit into her spartan room. Beneath the window was the professor’s desk. Opened books and haphazardly stacked papers cluttered the writing surface. His ladder-back chair was serviceable, not comfortable. Two tall chests lined one wall. Along the other was a cot. The room’s only decoration was the brightly woven rug before the cot.

Madoc propelled her to that cot, the only other seating besides the sole chair. She blinked at him while Gawen, watching them with greeny eyes, propped his feet on the desk. Isabella decided their parents had had no right to gift both children with heart-stopping looks and brilliant eyes that pierced the soul.

“I’ve seen that porter’s room, Madoc,” Gawen began. “You can’t stay in there. It’s smaller than the boxroom.”

Madoc dropped beside Isabella and lounged on his elbow. “Where do you suggest I plant my carcass, brother mine? The boxroom’s full of cases and trunks. It’s a windowless cell. Even prisoners get a window. The porter’s room has a window and two doors. You can’t better that.”

“You can plant your carcass in my room.”

“Drop it, Gawen. I like my privacy. Take a look at her sketchbook.”

Gawen Tarrant dropped his feet and extended his hand.

Isabella reluctantly handed it over. To keep from watching his reaction, she pleated her linen skirt. Madoc’s crossed leg swung past her knees. She marveled at his big boots, dusty and worn, one lace knotted where it had broken. How had those boots come so stealthily to her room when she’d heard virtually every other sound along that stone balcony?

“These are good, very good.”

She peeked at the page he had praised. Like Madoc, he had stopped at her line drawing of Delphi.

“You’ll have realized that Richard Lamb is creating the official photographic record of the excavation?” He looked from under his brows. “All of Lamb’s photos are owned by the university and aren’t useable for my articles. Your pay would come out of my publisher’s advance, not the university grant. Madoc, is this what you were describing?” He shifted the book to show her sketch of a farmer in typical Cretan costume.

“That one, yes. Her site drawing is a few pages on. These would give savor to your dust-dry writing.”

Gawen grunted and turned more pages, studying each before turning to the next. When he found the site sketch, he examined it closely. He took so long that Isabella feared he had cataloged every fault. He closed the book with an abrupt snap. “You do good work,” he said as he returned it.

She laid it flat in her lap, afraid to ask. Madoc asked for her. “Well?”

“You made your point last night, and Miss Newcombe made hers just now. What more can I say?”

Madoc straightened. “That she’s hired. Smile, Miss Newcombe, you have that job.”

Her fear didn’t abate. “I’m not sure what drawings you will want for your articles. How technical do you want them to be?”

Prof. Tarrant leaned back, putting a booted foot back on the desk, and Isabella realized that both brothers were built on the large-scale. “That sketch of the site is a start. You decide; you’re the artist. Three drawings per article, four articles in all—four articles so far. If the first two attract enough interest, the publisher may extend my commission. That would extend yours, Miss Newcombe, so do your best to make my writing come alive.”

“When do I start?”

“As soon as possible.” He picked up a sheaf of typewritten pages and handed them over. “The first article. Read it before you start. Ask about anything you don’t understand. If you want to know my direction, I have a draft of the second article and rough ideas for the third. And have it done by Thursday. I want to mail the first article on Friday.”

“So soon.” Her heart thumped wildly. “I only have my sketchbook—.”

Madoc’s touch to her hand was light and reassuring. “Prowl through that big wardrobe in our room. The supplies I brought should be there. Paper, pen and ink, drafting tools, everything you’ll need.”

Her fingers twitched, wanting to start, much as she’d been inspired on her arrival yesterday. “One question—.”

“Your pay,” the professor interrupted and named a sum that matched her governess’ wage. When she gaped at him, he added, “That’s per article.”

“Surely not? For three illustrations?”

“That’s the publisher’s suggestion. That’s what I was going to pay Madoc.”

She glanced guiltily at Madoc, twice her rescuing hero. “I’ve taken your job.”

“I told you last night, I’ve neither the time nor the inclination. Just do your best.”

She compressed her lips. Tears burned her eyes. She hadn’t encountered such compassionate help since Dr. Ivers hired her after her father’s death. She’d thought then that her tutorship of young Clarence was a make-work position; she suspected the same of this job. She vowed that Prof. Tarrant would get more than his money’s worth.

She stood, then remembered her question and sat down again. “That wasn’t my question, Professor. Your focus, from what I gather, is the science of archaeology, not the treasure hunt. A search for our ancestors in the puzzling pieces of their remains. Yesterday you said you were digging earlier than the Greeks and the Minoans.”

“That’s right, science over treasure. The other can wait.” Isabella remained firmly seated, so he added, “That’s not these articles. A theory I’m exploring.”

“Overlooked archaeological sites, your brother said.”

The professor scowled at his brother. Madoc shrugged. “You told her to ask about anything. She might as well hear the gist of your dispute with Arkwright and Standings.”

Gawen propped his other foot on the desk. He templed his fingers and stared at the ceiling, as if the answer came from above. “It’s tangled together. That article you’re holding discusses the conflict between science and treasure. Archaeology began as a treasure hunt; to some extent it still is. We all have our particular interest; we pick a site that we hope will reveal that interest. Therein lies my point. As we dig, we look for what we expect to find.”

“Schliemann did it at Hissarlik,” Madoc interposed. “He was so intent on finding the city of Troy that he dug through layers of Hellenic occupation and never spotted them.”

“Problem one,” Gawen counted. “Problem two is that we stop excavation once we reach the layer we expected to find. If you’re looking for the so-called Mycenaean, you dig through the Medieval and the Romans and the Greeks then stop. And because you stop digging, you miss the Minoans, precursors of glorious Greece. That’s Arthur Evans’ obsession at Knossos.”

“You mean, that’s the layer he wanted to find, so when he unearthed it, he stopped digging. He under-dug.” At her word choice, the professor winced. “What’s beneath?”

“That’s my interest, and as Madoc said, the point of my debate with Arkwright. He’s interested in the early Bronze Age; I’m interested in the so-called Neolithic, and I don’t think we will find enough evidence of it here on Crete.”

Isabella tried to understand, but at his statement, she goggled. “Then why dig here? Why come to Crete if you don’t expect to find what you’re looking for?”

Madoc leaned back. His boot resumed its swing past her knees. “Tell her, brother mine. See if she can follow your convoluted rationale for wasting your talents here.”

Isabella wondered if her brain could handle more.

“I don’t waste my time here, Madoc. We are doing important work. The stratification data will support or disprove Evans’ timeline. I will verify my theory about overlooked sites. Before I left for Knossos, we had uncovered two pre-Minoan layers, so we know that culture supplanted an earlier one.”

“Mr. Harcourt-Smythe said Knossos was the oldest site on Crete.”

“The oldest palace complex, Miss Newcombe, not the oldest site.”

“How can you tell the difference?”

“The deeper you go, the older the civilization, but the evidence is the ground itself. Look at the palace complex, all that Evans uncovered as well as the vast area not yet excavated. An elaborate palace with a gauntlet to run before a visitor gained the throne room. The complex itself speaks of levels of society, economic and bureaucratic. The king was more than a tribal chief with warriors. The artifacts include beautiful pottery and metalwork, jewelry and personal possessions. Compare the pottery and the metallurgy, compare the resources used, and you can determine the origins.”

“You can determine the trade connections,” Madoc countered. “Don’t tell me that the French gave rise to British culture, even though French fashion and art reign in English drawing rooms.”

Gawen conceded the point. “We archaeologists must be constantly reminded of that. Evans is currently making the point that the Minoans originated in the east and thus the foundation of western culture, Hellenic civilization, also originated in the east, either in Egypt or Mesopotamia.”

“Ex oriente lux,” Madoc murmured. His timely insertion of the Latin sounded as if the brothers had delved this argument before. “If the Minoans led to Greece, what led to the Minoans?”

“That question is the reason this dig was proposed and I accepted its leadership—although I think they asked the wrong question. I hold with Adolphe Reinach there. The Greeks led to the Minoans, so what led to the Greeks? My expectation is that primitive Stone Age artifacts will echo those uncovered in Europe. Crete is closer to Greece than Mesopotamia or Egypt. I don’t expect primitive man was a daring sailor.”

Too many ideas, too many ages, and too many names had Isabella spinning, so she fastened upon an immediate reality. “Why did you accept this dig?”

“The proposal was to excavate two obscure sites through their layers of occupation. Our mandate is to support or disprove the Knossos timeline with what we identify. We will exhaust the site then report our findings to the BSA. As a benefit, I may verify my treatise that our study of pre-Hellenic culture helps us understand the origins of our civilization.” 

Madoc explained dryly, “Gawen will dig through everything to find nothing, and his evidence of nothing proves his theory. And Arkwright worries about the layers he destroys in his search to reveal his own proof.”

“And Prof. Standings?”

“He’s happy to excavate the temple so he can determine the possibilities for restoration. Here at the palace we’re already below the early Minoan layer. I’ve worked several Neolithic digs, so I know what to look for. I won’t make Schliemann’s mistake. Arkwright’s primary trouble is that he’s not in charge. He knows our mandate; he had no trouble with it when he signed on. He just wants to make the decisions and have his name first on the published report.”

At Isabella’s blank look, Madoc said, “Arkwright has the connection to the BSA; they have ultimate oversight of any British digs in Greece and Crete.”

“I could wish I had picked any Ice Age site in Britain or France or the north lands.”

“You would have had no funding. The university is expecting Bronze Age artifacts to justify this dig. Treasure for the treasure hunters,” Madoc sneered, “except the treasure hunters hide their greed behind science.”

“And that takes me back to your first article, Professor, and my job.” Isabella had the gist of the professor’s theory, even if her head swam from the information. Holding the pages and sketchbook to her breast, she stood, glad to get off the narrow cot. “I had better get to work.”

“And escape yet another foray through dry theory, Miss Newcombe?”

“It doesn’t sound like dry theory. It sounds like a hunt through a labyrinth of dirt.”

He grinned. “Through mud and dirt, heat and sweat, workers who argue and fight, archaeologists who argue and fight. Good luck with my dust-dry words, Miss Newcombe. I hope they don’t dry up your inspiration.”

Madoc returned with her to her room and helped locate the art materials. As he’d said, they were stowed in the back of the chifforobe. As she sorted them on her bed, he looked around. “You need a workspace in here. I can find a little table—.”

“Where would it fit? I would have to crawl over the furniture to move,” she laughed. “No, I just want to read and sketch some ideas right now. I’ll find a workspace later.”

“The desk in the sitting room isn’t used. The light is good; the windows face east and west. Or you can use the table on the terrace.”

“Later, Madoc.” She pushed him toward the door. “I have to read and think and sketch before I start. Go fish and swim and drink wine.”

He picked up the pressed shirt Dorcas had left folded on the low chest. “I can get this out of your way. I’ll collect my other things later.”

Isabella left the door propped open for air circulation. She cleared the bed then picked up the professor’s article. With a pillow tucked behind her, she plowed through it. The writing wasn’t as dry as she’d feared, but Madoc’s idea for illustrations would help.

Voices occasionally drifted along the balcony. Most often they were a woman’s and a child’s, and she remembered the governess and small boy from her previous visit. The older Miss Grey and little Markey, the Standings boy. She hadn’t seen either of them since her return, but they hadn’t ventured to the dig. Isabella couldn’t see the starched and grey governess allowing the little boy a chance to roam anywhere in the house that he wanted. She had to concentrate to block out their voices.

She yawned as she finished the article. Illustrations would help. The words weren’t completely dry-as-dust, but visuals would keep the casual reader engaged. First, she would need a more refined drawing of the site. She could already point to the passage that the illustration would explain. She would print a sentence from that passage as a caption.

And a drawing of an artifact, one of the best. A bronze piece, cupped reverently in a worker’s hands as he offered it for inspection. Or was that too melodramatic? She didn’t abandon the artifact idea, but she began to see blurry images. An artifact, suitably intact, one that would lend itself to different perspectives.

Her third illustration would be Gawen Tarrant himself. The drawing would personalize the professor for the reader. That illustration she would make a little dramatic, more of the adventurer and less the lecturing scientist. Otherwise, there would be no articles beyond the contracted four. And she wanted there to be. Her purse wanted more articles very much.

Isabella didn’t want to begin yet, not even the site sketch. Too much of the day remained to cloister inside in her room. She wanted to see more of the countryside and the dig before she began. She seized her pencils and sketchbook and stole from the house.

She thought she escaped unseen until she heard a young boy calling “Thespoinis! Miss! Miss!”

He pelted toward her. At the blue doors the housekeeper stood with her arms on her hips. Isabella knew she’d met a stubborn woman. When the boy reached her, Isabella asked in her serviceable modern Greek, “And your name?”

“Kouri, Miss,” he replied in English. “I go with the miss.”

She considered him then looked back at the house.

Dorcas pointed to the boy then to Isabella then folded her arms.

The woman obviously thought she needed a chaperon. Isabella nodded and waved and set off again, and Kouri scampered beside her, practicing his little bit of English by reciting the places they passed. He hadn’t enough words for family relationships, but she gathered that Dorcas was his grandmother and he was proudly nine years old.

They walked past whitewashed houses with tiled roofs. Splashes of color as brilliant as the sunlight constantly caught her eye. Kouri chased chickens out of her path and returned with a wildflower for her. He strutted past boys that were his playmates. When they left the village and he saw that she wanted to continue walking, he shook his head then led her on a path over the grassy hillside and up the ridge. It angled above the village, zigzagging up the steeper side.

On the shady slope the breeze had a chance to cool them. The path dropped down to cross a stream. Overhanging oaks and thickly-leafed shrubs created a shady retreat from the afternoon sun. Ferns dripped over the bank to touch the trickling water. Three stepping stones crossed the stream. The path quickly left the shady cool and climbed the mountain, cutting through the shade of a ravine.

Isabella found a grassy plot in an oak’s shade and sat down. Kouri squatted beside her. He exclaimed over her sketches, but once seen, they held no more interest. He tore around the hillside, scouring for wildflowers, and brought her a straggling bunch that wilted even as he thrust them out. Isabella thanked him. He flopped down beside her in the shade and slept with the promptness of a child.

She sketched him, thinking to give it to Dorcas before she left. The flowers strewn under his hand, the sweet curving profile of his face, the natural sprawl of his limbs. Just so might a faun have slept after dancing to Pan’s pipe. She took her time with the sketch and was well pleased. He woke before she finished and cared nothing for his portrait. She had to finish from memory, for the active satyr prancing around the hillside bore no kinship to her drowsing faun.

At play again, he had no interest in wildflowers, but these last of the season’s blooms were an interesting study for her sketchbook. Pinkish kalaminthe and beautiful mint. The precious yellow flowers of wild fennel. The famed Cretan dittany, origanum dictamnus, named for Zeus’ mountain. Wild “joy of the mountain”, deep purplish-red that belied the harshness of the landscape. If the flowers could thrive on nearly barren soil, so could she.

Kouri escorted her back to the house then disappeared. Isabella stowed her work then bathed away the heat. Day’s end lured her back to the entrance, the view from her west-facing window too restricted. From a camp-chair beside the lapis blue door she watched the village and the hillside as she waited for sunset.

The truck rattled back. It halted with a jerk and spurt of gravel in a flat area before the house’s court. Madoc emerged and walked toward her with a smile. He looked wind-blown, carefree. His shirt was crumpled, as if he’d wrung it out.

She couldn’t resist his smile and returned it with a sunny one that felt genuine, for once. “Did you enjoy your fishing and swimming and wine?”

“Only the swimming today. I had a good break. I’ll be fresh for any worker’s revolt tomorrow.” He dropped onto the wide step beside her chair. “Have you seen Gawen?”

“He’s still at the dig. The others haven’t returned either. Lamb’s the only one back. He’s in his darkroom. He asked not to be disturbed.”

“No, even Dorcas learned that lesson after she opened the door and ruined his film. You wouldn’t think it, but Lamb’s a tiger about his photographs.”

Dorcas appeared with a tray and held it at Madoc’s nose until he took the wine bottle and two enamel cups. Then she swept back to her kitchen.

Madoc uncorked the wine and poured. He handed her a cup then drank as if he needed to quench a day-long thirst. Holding hers, Isabella watched the sinking sun.

“Did you read Gawen’s article?”

She gave him a sidelong look. “Dust-dry. More intriguing than interesting.”

He refilled his cup. “Have you thought about your illustrations?”

“The site, of course, more focused on the scientific layout but still abuzz with students and workers. An artifact, to prove the dig’s value. And the third will be a close-up of a person.”

“Keep that pattern. It will not only clarify your choices next time but also give the publisher a focus. Arkwright or Petrie can help you choose an artifact. Who will you sketch? A worker? Matthews? Castlereagh, the wounded ex-soldier in service to his dream?”

She hesitated, but Madoc Tarrant had given her good direction all along this new course. He might see a need for brakes on her idea before she did. “I thought to do your brother. The professor as the romantic and intrepid adventurer.”

He sputtered wine. Laughing, he wiped his mouth. “Gawen won’t like that.”

“I’ll present him with the fait accompli. If I do it right, he’ll understand the point.”

They talked idly then, of places both had seen, of the wine and the sunset, of the first stars, her flowers and Dorcas’ faun, good places to swim, better places to remember. Not once did they mention the dig or their separate lives or the still recent war. They enjoyed the quiet of early evening together, and neither trespassed beyond it.

Dorcas lit the lamp in the passage. Madoc stood and stretched his tall frame, and the tranquil interval was over. While she took the empty bottle and cups to the kitchen, he carried in the camp-chair and shut the outer door. Suddenly tired, Isabella retreated to her room. She wanted to mull over their conversation. Like their others, it lacked the distance of strangers learning each other and the awkwardness of finding something to say to someone so recently met. She wanted to discover why she felt so linked to a man who was still a stranger, but she fell asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow.

She didn’t hear the others return late from their day-long venture to Mallia. Nor did she wake in the night to watch one man follow another along the path to the dig.
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​Chapter 5 :: Monday, October 6
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Acting on yesterday’s decision, Isabella woke early to join the others at the excavation. By the time she bathed, only Cecilia Arkwright remained in the house, lingering over breakfast on the terrace. The woman wore another linen dress, and Isabella realized she would change before going to the dusty site later.

“They rise at dawn, my dear, if you can imagine anyone choosing such an early hour.” Cecilia folded the letter she’d been reading and reached for coffee. “Gawen set the hours the first week. He said that anyone who wanted a break during the heat of the day must start early. You go ahead. This is one morning that I cannot face sorting those trays.”

A child’s shout sounded from the first floor. Cecilia winced. The boy laughed. Running footsteps announced his escape from his governess, and Isabella winced, remembering her own trials with the Harcourt-Smythe daughters.

When Miss Grey appeared with her charge, Cecilia took her coffee and disappeared. Isabella tried to butter her toast calmly as the woman set the boy on a chair then headed for the kitchen.

Of the opinion that ignoring a child only led to worse behavior, she eyed the boy. “Hello. I am Isabella.”

“I know you. Mama don’t like you.”

She blinked at this information. “Did you hear the reason?”

“She says you’re an encr—enkrunker. In crutches.” He leaned off his chair to look under the table then popped back up. “I don’t see crutches.”

Encroacher, she translated. And she was. “No, I don’t have them anymore. You slept late.”

“Miss Grey said I was a good boy to do so. We’re going for a walk.”

She thought of Miss Grey’s serviceable brogans and winced. “It will be a fine day for walking.”

“Are you going walking?”

“Yes. After I finish my toast. There, last bite in.” She swallowed rapidly with the aid of coffee. “Bye, Markey.”

“Bye, Is’bella.”

She snatched her satchel from the deep club chair and made off before Miss Grey’s return delayed her more.

As Isabella neared the site, she saw the day’s work well started. The quartering ropes were in place. A score of workers were divided into those wielding pickaxes and others using shovels. All of them were scraping inches of dirt from the walls of the exposed rooms. Scattered around the site, the archaeologists had settled into the day’s rhythm. Near the crest of the slope, in a bowl-like depression of land, she saw more activity and realized it must be the temple site that Prof. Standings oversaw.

When she arrived, only Madoc Tarrant lifted a welcoming hand. Isabella ducked under the tarps, out of the workers’ way, until she needed to move about the site to sketch freely.

After a good look at Nigel Arkwright’s bloodshot eyes and blurred face, Isabella avoided his work area. He seemed to be in charge of the pick-men, but she doubted he oversaw anything with his heavy head. Gawen Tarrant worked with three men at a pit on the far edge of the site. Petrie and Matthews worked with the diggers. They watched with folded arms until the scraped-away dirt revealed bits of metal or potsherds. Then they took over the finer disinterring, working as if the broken pottery were as fragile as eggshells. As she stood above the excavation, she overheard the younger man telling his fellow apprentice that Arkwright had sampled the local vintage at every stop on their drive back from Mallia.

Madoc Tarrant seemed to be everywhere yet nowhere in particular, lending a shoulder to the men bracing a wall then helping his brother lower a man into the pit. When he dropped down to direct the pick-men deepening the trench, Arkwright didn’t unfold his arms. Madoc seemed too easy-going to have the workers’ confidence, yet they listened when he spoke and obeyed his instructions quickly. The only complaint came from the boxman, who gathered the exposed bits from the room floors and hauled them to the tables for sorting. He stopped once to argue about his assignment, apparently not liking the constant heavy lifting without any help. Madoc listened to his protest then responded with three quiet statements that placated the man.

After several sketches, Isabella reviewed her work. She had primarily drawn where Madoc Tarrant worked, an unconscious focus that heated her cheeks. Deliberately she turned from the sketches to a draft of the boxman. When he wasn’t shouting, he had a wide grin that flashed good teeth and crinkled the skin around his eyes. His local costume translated well to the page. Even though it matched nothing in Gawen Tarrant’s first article, the drawing had potential. She added with details of his curly hair and costume, exotic enough to tease the English mind into reading the professor’s dry writing.

When Cecilia arrived, Isabella set aside her sketchbook to help with the backlog of sorting, hoping to spot an artifact for the article. She wanted something the readers would admire for its simple beauty as well as its ancient use. When they broke after noon for lunch and to rest during the heat of the day, the morning’s finds had yielded nothing useable.

Coming under the tarp, Madoc took off his hat and swiped sweat from his brow with his forearm. “Who do you want to murder?”

She dropped the sherds she was searching through. “I beg your pardon?” 

“I wouldn’t want you to frown at me like that. Who’s crossed you up?”

Her brow cleared. “Oh, no one. I want to find an artifact for the article, and there’s nothing here. I had a vision of scattered sherds jigsawed into a restored bowl.”

“What’s wrong with that idea?” He picked up a broken bit from a tray and rubbed his thumb over the thousands of years of dirt.

“Nothing here is remotely interesting. That first article should fire the readers’ imaginations.”

“Hence the adventurous archaeologist drawing.” He dropped the potsherd into its tray and herded her into the sunshine and thus toward the house and food. “After lunch I’ll open the storeroom for you.”

They were the last to arrive for lunch, served on the terrace in the shade. With the water trickling into the pool, it seemed almost cool. Isabella chose a chair beside Katherine Standings while Madoc took the vacant seat by his brother. The men discussed the morning’s work and finds. Mrs. Standings pointedly talked about the latest fashions; Isabella had only to murmur an occasional agreement. As Dorcas cleared the table, everyone leaned back, and the talk became general. One by one they dispersed, the professors to their cell-sized studies, Lamb to his darkroom, Castlereagh pleading a headache that only rest would cure. When Cecilia belatedly followed her husband, only three of them remained scattered around the table.

Madoc reared back his chair to prop against the plastered wall. Bees droned as they searched the late blossoms of the bougainvillea. Isabella sipped a second cup of the strong coffee that the housekeeper apparently considered the only drinkable liquid besides wine. Petrie lit his third cigarette since the start of lunch. After taking a long puff, he tossed his brown hair out of his eyes. “Enjoy your sketching this morning, Miss Newcombe?”

Wondering what trap lurked in the question, she looked at him askance. “I did.”

“At the rate you were drawing, you’ll soon exhaust your subjects here. Where will you go then? I’m sure my colleagues at Mallia would happily give you room. I can mention it to them, if you like.”

Scowling, Madoc dropped his chair back onto its four legs. Isabella didn’t like that blue-eyed glare. Hastily, she refused Petrie’s offer. “That won’t be necessary. I won’t exhaust my subjects here for quite some time. Prof. Tarrant has been kind enough to offer me the opportunity to illustrate his articles about the dig. Not only will I earn money for my passage to England, I also have a right to house-room here.”

“Ouch, the kitten has claws.” He smiled through his cigarette smoke. “Which I should have expected. After the Harcourt-Smythes, you landed on your feet quite nicely.”

“I thought you didn’t know them,” Madoc said.

“After last weekend, don’t we all know what they’re like?”

In the awkward silence that followed, Isabella searched for a dull topic. “Is every day on the dig much like today?”

Petrie tapped ash into a tin lid. “Early days, we had more excitement. We were finding early Minoan pottery and bronze, tools, larger shards. I uncovered a square-linked copper bracelet with a broken catch. For over ten days we’ve not really found anything of interest. Lamb keeps advising patience. He says this is when archaeology is the hardest.”

Gawen’s article flashed into her mind. “You sound like a treasure hunter.”

Having read the article, Madoc chuckled, but she didn’t worry that he would spoil the direction that she aimed Petrie. He held his cup out for re-filling. As she poured, Isabella recognized the chipped enamel cup from last night.

Petrie’s long nose crinkled. “Who doesn’t want to find treasure? I dreamed of being with Schliemann at Troy or Fiorelli at Pompeii or the opening of a pharaoh’s tomb. To hold gold in my hands, to know Achilles could have used this dagger or a great pharaoh carried this scepter or a Roman wore this golden laurel, that truly is to be connected with the past. The centuries melt away. You can almost smell the ancient world of emperors and heroes.”

“Ancient emperors who ordered men to die in battles as bloody as Ypres and Gallipoli, the Somme and Belleau Wood.” Madoc’s flat reminder of the recent war weighted Petrie’s enthusiasm.

“That’s right, you’re another decorated hero. Which one was your great battle?”

Madoc didn’t answer. He didn’t have to, Isabella realized, for horror had dimmed his brilliant eyes. A stoic mask shuttered over his emotions. Many a soldier who had returned from battle wore similar masks, soldiers who doggedly survived after they’d lost any hope.

Petrie stubbornly waited for an answer. Isabella had gone blank. Madoc finally said, “I’d rather know about people’s ordinary lives than salivate over wealth amassed by a greedy conqueror.”

“Is your brother the same?” He inhaled smoke and blew it out with the next words. “So scarred by war that he doesn’t want to uncover any relics of it?”

“We haven’t talked about it. I doubt it. Gawen’s been fascinated with the Neolithic since we were boys. There’s little gold in the Stone Age.”

“Yes, I heard his lecture on the controversy de Perthes started with his Stone Age finds at Abbéville. ‘Mankind is older than the biblical account of 6,000 years.’  Is that what he’s looking for here? A man walking with the mammoths?”

Madoc shrugged. “I’m not the archaeologist. You tell me. Is it possible?”

Petrie grimaced. After a last draw on his cigarette, he ground out the stub. “Abbéville’s on the Somme, isn’t it? The professor was wounded in battle at the Somme?”

“Near Baupaume,” his brother said, looking cautious.

“That’s right. Wounded at Baupaume while his best friend was killed there. The best friend who would have earned a professorship before Tarrant would have. Brilliant man, I’ve heard. They still talk about Simon Neville in the corridors and cupboards of St. George’s.”

Madoc’s chair thudded down again. Isabella didn’t like the clenched fist pressed to his thigh. Petrie seemed unconcerned by it. Yet Madoc controlled himself. He drained his coffee then thunked the enamel cup onto the table. Only then did he speak. “That’s three. One at Miss Newcombe, one at me, one at Gawen. You delight in provoking trouble. I wish Gawen had known that when he chose the assistants for his team.”

“He had few choices beyond myself, Lamb, Castlereagh—another wounded soldier, and Matthews, who’s still wet behind the ears. No one wanted to work an obscure dig that wouldn’t have any major finds. A dig that would only repeat discovered information.”

“Four,” Isabella said. Madoc slanted her a look. Her reward was the sparkle returned to his eyes. “I declare ‘all even’. Mr. Tarrant, you said you would show me some artifacts.”

“Better than etchings to lure a wide-eyed governess?”

She refused to take offense, for then Madoc as a gentleman would then be required to defend her. “Artifacts are much better than etchings for an illustrator who must earn her salt. Are you coming, Mr. Petrie? You can show me that square-linked bracelet. It could be the very piece for the article.”

He demurred, long leg swinging over the other as he selected another cigarette. “Leave fresh air for that stuffy room? Not I. In another hour I’ll be slaving at the dig. For now, I’ll enjoy my break.”

When they entered the cool shadow of the front passage, Madoc seized her hand. “What do you mean ‘all even’? I didn’t jibe at him.”

“Matched to you, Mr. Petrie obviously feels inferior. You’re the brother of the boss. You have more authority at the site than he does. You top him physically. You’re a decorated soldier. Before he opens his mouth, he’s at a disadvantage.”

Looking surprised at her sideways compliment, he pulled her the short distance to the storeroom door, tucked between the porter’s room and the sitting room.

The square-linked bracelet was not easily found. Once they discovered it missing from its labeled box, Madoc became determined to find it. They eventually located it on a lower shelf across the room. The box was marked “copper pieces”. The bracelet lay on the bottom, metal bits scattered over it but not hiding it. He said nothing to her, just lifted it out and draped it across her palm, but she remembered the suspicions he had voiced Sunday.

The ages had taken their tithe of the lovely bracelet. Time had tarnished it, but someone had burnished one link to reveal the fiery copper. The weight from years underneath yards of dirt had damaged some links and stolen others, for it couldn’t close around her small wrist. Even so, Isabella was as thrilled as an ancient recipient must have been.

Madoc brushed back a strand of her hair. “Enough to fire the imagination?”

“More than enough,” she breathed.

Before he returned to the dig, he set up a table near the west-facing window in the sitting room. A breeze drifted through the open shutters while the soothing trickle of water came from the terrace fountain. He carried the drawing tools she needed, ensured that Dorcas would keep her supplied with minted tea—for which she wanted to kiss him—then headed off.

She worked the afternoon away. Dorcas slipped her tea so quietly that she barely roused to thank the woman. She stopped to welcome back Markey and Miss Grey then watched the boy splash in the pool while Miss Grey took a much-deserved bath and rest. Returning to her drawing, she was quickly engrossed again. When a hand landed on her shoulder, Isabella jumped, jarring the table. She grabbed and missed a pen that rolled toward the edge. The intruding hand rescued it before it escaped on a long trek to the terrace flagstones.

“Gawen,” Madoc spoke above her head, “come see what you’re paying for.”

Isabella dropped her hands to her lap. Madoc leaned over her shoulder to see the fine detail she had meticulously reproduced. Hot from the dig, his body heated her back.

The professor came to her right hand. His indrawn breath validated her afternoon’s toil. He picked up the drawing to study it closely.

She had reproduced the bracelet with two major drawings that hid the damaged links. One drawing focused on the exterior detail, the other on the interior. She had used her own wrist to determine the gap, which she judged as three links. A cursory look had considered the time-tarnished links all the same; her closer inspection had discovered different etchings of flowers and leaves. The inner links had geometric designs that whorled and mazed.

“This is exact? Amazing workmanship.”

“And beautiful,” Cecilia murmured.

“Arkwright, did you notice the detail on this bracelet? When did we date it?”

“Early Minoan, about 2,000 B.C. Petrie found it the second week.”

“That’s right. Lamb had to photograph it when he returned from Knossos.”

Nigel Arkwright crossed to them. He took the link bracelet and held it to the sunlight. “Damaged, of course. You didn’t draw that, I see.”

Isabella prickled like a hedgehog. “No, I wanted the reader to fall in love with it, as I did. The details make me love it even more.”

“Fascinating variations of the classic Cretan coin whorl.” Arkwright sounded like a lecturing professor. “I had not noticed those. Clever of you to spot them, Miss Newcombe. The drawing’s very well done.”

“Thank you, sir.” Yet she didn’t breathe easily until Gawen Tarrant returned the illustration to her hands and returned the bracelet to Madoc. The brothers’ brilliant eyes met, and she knew Madoc would stow the linked bracelet much more securely than a mere box in the unlocked storeroom. She left the sitting room, rolling her drawing into a cylinder which she tucked into the chifforobe’s corner once back in her corner room.

The housekeeper began setting dinner later than Isabella expected, yet it clearly was habitual. The others bathed before returning to the sitting room, and she now knew why the bathroom needed its own boiler. Lamb rejoined her first. He wanted to see the drawing, so she returned to her room for it. Madoc stood in the doorway nearest hers.

“Good, you’re back. I didn’t want to borrow Gawen’s clothes. Dorcas balked at moving mine. She was more scandalized than Gawen that I was bunking in the porter’s room.”

She let him find his own clothes. “The man who carried my suitcase, is he the porter?”

“Old Phileas, no. He comes from the nearest house in the village. I haven’t worked out his relation to Dorcas. I’m sure she would think it improper for me to ask.”

In the sitting room, Lamb puffed on his pipe as he studied her drawing. Although he complimented her work, he followed with a lecture on photography’s precision versus an artist’s perspective. She hid a smile as he explained that the scientist must see all details equalized. He obviously hadn’t considered that he might offend her. As she returned to stow the drawing a second time, she passed a clean Arkwright. Madoc appeared next, laughing that he had scandalized the housekeeper by washing in the scullery. Petrie had followed his example and trailed Prof. Tarrant by only a few minutes.

The men poured drinks and lounged in the upholstered chairs and on the long couch while they waited for the others to come down. They talked of the dig and tomorrow’s prospects, a conversation that continued when Standings detailed the mosaic he was exposing at the temple site.

“The temple’s construction is too early for that sort of tile work,” Tarrant said.

“A later addition?” Arkwright proposed. “Before an earthquake or some battle ruined the building.”

“An addition, certainly,” Standings agreed. “Castlereagh will undertake a dating of the tiles, won’t you?”

Dorcas had brought in the soup tureen and waited pointedly by the table. And they waited for Cecilia Arkwright.

When Cecilia joined them, she wore a filmy green that transformed her into a wood nymph. With Katherine Standings in another flowered sheath that clung to her body, Isabella felt gauche in a lace-trimmed white blouse and dark skirt. She could not have competed with either woman had she tried; her clothes ran to little more than a traveling suit, a few blouses and skirts, and two simple dresses—one which must also serve for an evening party.

Dinner began simply and smoothly. Someone maneuvered the table seating to place the three women together at one side, the married women flanking Isabella. Standings began a debate about the dating of the mosaic. The Tarrant brothers discussed supplies and shipping. Lamb added his schedule for photographing the artifacts to be shipped to the Heraklion Museum. Dorcas brought in roasted mutton, and the men’s conversations never faltered.

Mrs. Standings crinkled her nose after a sip of the newly opened bottle of wine. “I have a question for you, Miss Newcombe. I am not quite certain of the details of your separation of employment from the Harcourt-Smythes.”

Cecilia caught her breath. “Kat, this is not quite—.”

“I have a young son who is quite impressionable. He tells me he spent some time with you this afternoon. And thus, I would like more details. My husband would as well. Wouldn’t you, Monty?”

“Yes, dear,” he said without looking across the table and continued his conversation with Castlereagh.

Isabella set down her fork and knife. “I wasn’t fired, Mrs. Standings.”

“Fired. Such an American word. If you were not ‘fired’, what led to your parting of ways?”

“The family said they were going to visit friends here on Crete for three or four weeks, and I would not be needed during that time.”

“A vacation for you? They have two daughters, don’t they? You must have looked on it as a vacation.”

“Until the hotel manager demanded I pay the bill for my room. Mr. Harcourt-Smythe had assured me that the cost had been covered.”

“Perhaps you misunderstood him.”

Isabella didn’t care for Mrs. Standings’ dulcet murmur. “I know what Mr. Harcourt-Smythe said. It took nearly all my cash to pay the hotel bill.”

“You were not saving with your pay?”

“Mr. Harcourt-Smythe lodged most of my salary in the Athens Bank when we arrived there. He said it would be safer. I kept a little pocket money.”

“And Crete is a long boat ride to Athens,” Cecilia inserted, her defense earning Isabella’s gratitude. “They basically stranded you. How long is their stay at this friend’s estate?”

“Mrs. Harcourt-Smythe anticipated three weeks. I know their direction. If someone could drive me there—.”

“Nonsense. No one wants you to leave.”

“Madoc did give up his room for her, Cess. He must sleep in the old porter’s room.”

“You needn’t look out for him, Kat. If Madoc is uncomfortable, Dorcas can easily have a bed set up for him in another room. If he is. Neither of the Tarrant brothers is backward about speaking up when someone wants to take advantage of them.”

“I was not.” The flush on Kat’s cheeks countered her denial. She applied herself to the bitter greens served with the mutton before she added, “I am considering the Harcourt-Smythes. What will they do when they return to Heraklion and their governess is missing? They will expect her to be at the hotel.”

“A problem easily remedied.” Cecilia patted Isabella’s hand as if she were the one concerned. “Write a letter giving them your location. Explain the reason you removed from the hotel to the dig. When their stay is over, they can find you still with us.”

Isabella did have one concern. “Will you not close up the dig before their stay is over?”

“Not until the end of the month. Do you have a letter from Mr. Harcourt-Smythe to the Athens Bank to recover your pay?”

“I do. Prof. Tarrant has it with the money he is keeping for me.”

“Excellent. Gawen will keep it safely. Now, tell me about your day, Isabella. I trust you found it more enjoyable than governessing.”

“Much more, and so much more fascinating.” Real enjoyment colored her voice. “I have learned so much that I never considered, even though my father often spoke of Greece and Crete, of seeing the great digs, especially Knossos.”

“Will you write to him of your experience? Perhaps include little sketches for him?”

She ignored the condescension that belittled her afternoon’s work. “My father died a few years ago.”

Cecilia drew back. Her tone warmed from its brittle ice. “My sympathies. I am glad you are fulfilling his dreams.”

“My father did long to travel to Italy and Greece. He was a classics professor. He lived and breathed ancient Rome and Sparta and Athens. When we visited the Coliseum and the Acropolis, his voice echoed for me, recounting the great events. He infused his love into his best students.”

“He was a professor?”

“A mere teacher at Palmerstoke in Virginia. The academy is near Washington, D.C. He was hired at Kendall’s Preparatory, but his health failed him before he completed his first year.”

“Kendall is well reputed, and I have heard of this Palmerstoke through a friend in the foreign office. Did you become a governess after his passing?”

“Dr. Ivers, my father’s physician, he guided me into the position, Mrs. Arkwright.” She could have added much more, but she did not care to be grilled.

“Do, please, call me Cecilia. I believe that here we can forego such formality. We are so in each other’s pockets. And Mrs. Standings must be ‘Kat’.”

“Of course,” the woman said. She sipped her wine, frowned at it, then set the glass down with a decided clink. “Markey said he played with you this afternoon.”

“I thought Miss Grey deserved a respite when they returned from their walk. Markey played in the pool.”

“Do you feel pity for the plight of the governess now that you’ve escaped it?”

“I am not certain that I have totally escaped it, Mrs. Standings.”

“Did we not agree that I am to be ‘Kat’? So, you became a governess in order to travel.”

“I became a governess to make my way in the world. The travel is a benefit that I did not anticipate. I did travel with Lady Baskille and her daughter on a steamer across the Atlantic. She and her husband employed me for several years. And I have traveled to many cities in France and Italy since my employment with the Harcourt-Smythes.”

“You were a governess all through the war?”

“Yes, Mrs. Stan—Kat.”

“Ah, the strange ways we must find to support ourselves. And you, Cecilia, I do not believe we have ever discussed this. What did you do during the war?”

She fluffed the diaphanous drape of her neckline before answering Kat’s question. “Nigel and I kept London bright until he was called to duty, then my friends helped me light the London nights. Until we traveled through France to come here, I did not realize how devastating the war was. I have seen the wounded, the mutilated. Here in Crete, I have seen true poverty. Did your father speak of the realities of modern day, Isabella?”

“Only of the ancient glories and grandeur.”

“And here we dig, sifting the ground for evidence of that magnificent past.” Her dark eyes shone with reflected lamplight. “I ignored the war for years. For all my life I have ignored the poor, the sick. I cannot ignore them longer. Once a week, our housekeeper Dorcas helps me hold a clinic for villages in this area. I hope you will help us on Friday.”

“She tried and failed to enlist me,” Kat said with a smirk. “Now she is trying to convert you. Do not let her draft you for this mission work.”

Nigel Arkwright clapped his hands. “My wife’s endeavor is quite worthy. It is good training for motherhood. Indeed, Miss Newcombe, you should help with the clinic. Excellent fodder for your travel diary—eh, illustrations. With these good deeds Cessy hopes to atone for her sins past and present. She has many more good deeds yet to perform.”

An awkward silence fell. In belittling his wife, Nigel Arkwright killed all conversations.

She peeked at Cecilia. The woman sat, eyes down and mouth tightly compressed as if she fought tears. Isabella answered as if Arkwright had not spoken. “I will try to help you, Cecilia. If I finish my work this week for Prof. Tarrant.”

Cecilia’s gaze lifted. Her eyes glimmered with unshed tears that only enhanced her vibrant beauty. “So that wonderful drawing of this afternoon was part of a job for Gawen?” Her gaze shifted to the professor, almost begging him to catch that conversational ball.

He cleared his throat. “Yes, I hired Miss Newcombe at Madoc’s insistence. Her drawings will accompany some articles.”

“What a wonderful opportunity. Divine providence is helping in your hour of need.”

“Divine providence and my timely intervention,” Arkwright said, conveniently forgetting his hesitant role. “I rescued her on the hotel steps, remember?”

“And I thank you for it, Prof. Arkwright. Without your appearance, like a deus ex machina in the dramas of ancient Greece, I would not be pursuing the career of my dreams.”

Her response was a mistake, for he used it as another opportunity for a verbal slap to his wife. “Miss Newcombe, I salute you, a modern woman, taking a genteel skill and converting it into a career. Cessy wouldn’t know how to accomplish that. She was raised to be an ornament. ‘To be’, not ‘to do’. A model wife for the first man who asked. I was fortunate enough to be that first man.”

Cecilia rose in a rush and fled.

No one spoke. No one moved. Isabella wanted to sink beneath the table.

The housekeeper came in. She clucked at Cecilia’s scarcely-touched plate. “Clear it away,” Arkwright ordered. “My wife won’t return to dinner.” He drained his glass and reached for the wine bottle.

Gawen Tarrant finished quickly then excused himself, pleading work in his study. The conversation resumed in broken pieces that didn’t fit together. Kat Standings began discussing a mutual friend with Petrie while her husband returned to the study of the mosaic. Matthews looked around the table with big eyes that said he’d missed something and didn’t know what. As soon as she could, Isabella also escaped.

When she reached Cecilia’s door, she hesitated. It was firmly shut. She wanted to offer some comfort, but any intrusion required friendship or long acquaintance. She continued to her room. Long after she’d stored her work and washed, she heard men’s voices echoing up from the terrace and fading into the night.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 6 :: Tuesday, October 7
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Isabella had worked long past midnight on the site drawing. The detailed illustration would take another day, for it was much more complicated than the bracelet. The schedule left only one more day for her proposed drawing of Prof. Tarrant. Needing a break from exact lines, in the morning she decided to prepare for that illustration.

She walked to the site, determined to concentrate on her work and not on the uneasy dynamics of these people. Scientists were not as cold as she’d always thought. They were as petty as street thieves.

Cecilia wasn’t present, even though Isabella was purposely late. Nor had work started. The workers were arguing.

Isabella stopped beside the golden Richard Lamb. “What happened?”

“The boxman didn’t show this morning. He must have found greener pastures.” Lamb rocked on his heels. “The workers are arguing over who has the right to take his place.”

“It’s a right?”

“Precedence. Easiest job on site, they think.”

“No one will stop the argument?” She looked for Madoc Tarrant. He stood, arms folded, on the excavation’s far side. Beside him, his brother looked much more impatient. “Will they let the workers decide who gets that job?”

“The workers will argue until they decide the English boss must make the decision. Until then, they argue.”

“And waste our time.” Petrie appeared on her left. He flicked a cigarette into the dig. “An excellent subject for your art, Miss Newcombe. Isn’t revolutionary art in the avant garde? ‘Workers Boycott Archaeological Dig’. That should interest a few Englishmen.”

He didn’t expect an answer, for he strolled off, calling to Nigel Arkwright. The professor sat under the tarp. He didn’t lift his head to answer.

Isabella refused to watch them. She resolutely opened her sketchbook.

“You didn’t take Petrie seriously?” asked Lamb.

“No,” she said, “but it’s grist for the mill.”

She moved to get a better angle on Gawen Tarrant. As she sketched, her gaze kept focusing on his brother. Madoc looked heavy-eyed as he watched the workers argue. She remembered the copious cups of coffee that he’d consumed at breakfast instead of eating. He obviously hadn’t slept well, but he didn’t intend for it to affect his work. Gawen tapped his hat against his leg. She had a better view of him than yesterday. Drawing him at the dig offered more inspiration than a sitting portrait at his desk.

The workers’ shouts receded as she concentrated, working with loose strokes. Gawen turned once, to speak to Lamb who had circled the excavation to join the brothers. She thought about adding the handsome scholar, then Madoc leaned forward to speak to a worker. The morning breeze ruffled his hair and played with his shirt, and her hand obeyed the wind god’s suggestion. He soon straightened, but she had caught the lean of his athletic body, the angles of elbow on bent knee, wide-brimmed hat dangling from his hand. The sketch placed Madoc in the foreground, Gawen in the background. It needed only details.

Isabella never knew how the crisis was resolved. One moment the workers were in a bunch; in the next they had dispersed to their duties.

She was oblivious to the work of the dig except as it helped or hindered her art. She tagged Gawen, staying well in the background as she caught the details of his eyes and brow, cheeks and nose, mouth and chin and jawline. She had to be even more unobtrusive with Madoc, for he knew her plan for the third drawing. She didn’t want him to guess her change.

Kouri raced down and planted himself beside her for the walk back to the house. Dorcas served simple flat bread and sliced meat, olives and pickled vegetable, rustic fare that stood up to the local wine. As the men ate and Isabella nibbled, they talked of the wasted morning.

Standings led in his students from the temple site. He slapped meat onto a pita and rolled it up. “A wasted morning for you as well? We had tools go missing, and the ropes were tangled up. Then the workers kept taking breaks until Castlereagh barked at them.”

“Hardly a bark, sir.”

“Woke them up, and that’s what was needed. Kat’s trays were jumbled again.”

“Not too much this time,” she averred. Markey twisted in her lap, and she let him down. “I had them all re-sorted before we came back. Certainly not the mess that Cecilia had to deal with last week. Where is Cecilia? Isabella, have you seen her?”

“She didn’t come down to the dig.”

“She stayed in our room,” Arkwright offered flatly. “A headache.”

“Is she behind in her work? I can sort her trays, if needed.”

“That’s not necessary, Mrs. Standings.” Gawen Tarrant spread more tzatziki on his meat and bread. “We uncovered little this morning.

“Were her trays jumbled as well? Did you look, Isabella?”

“No. I didn’t think to.”

“She was sketching again,” Petrie said.

“That is what my brother hired her for.” Madoc drained his beer. “Quit sniping at her.”

Lamb offered a diversion from the glares between Madoc and Petrie. “Prof. Standings, I need photographs of your work. I thought this afternoon?”

“Fine, fine. We’ve restored the site to order. Castlereagh can help you set up. I think several good snaps of the column pieces, to show how they once fit together.”

Beers in hand, Standings and Lamb drifted toward the professor’s study, two doors away from Gawen’s. He murmured to his brother then disappeared into his own study.

And Markey came running up with Isabella’s sketchbook. “Mama, look. Look! Pictures.”

Isabella controlled the reflex to snatch the work from the little boy.

Kat took the sketchbook and flipped to the last pages. “Your work this morning, Isabella?”

Miss Grey came up. “I’m sorry, Miss Newcombe. Markey was into your satchel before I could stop him.”

Kat showed today’s drawings to Petrie who smirked. “Excellent drawings of your employer. I didn’t realize how much you focused on him this morning.”

Her hands closed and opened and closed. “It’s for the article Prof. Tarrant is writing.”

Madoc loomed over Kat Standings until she glanced up. Smiling, she showed him the other sketch from this morning, the one with him in the foreground, his brother behind him. He held out his hand. She gave him the opened sketchbook. Without looking at the page, he shut the book and returned it to Isabella. And she clutched it to her heart.

“Markey has a little too much energy today. Matthews, why don’t you take the boy for a walk up the ridge? You’ve been talking of exploring.”

“But—. I didn’t expect to have to take an im—a boy of four along, Madoc.”

“Hamilton Matthews, my son is not an imp. He may seem fiendishly energetic. But you need not do it. Madoc were merely making a suggestion.”

“A suggestion,” Arkwright said, “that gives us all a little peace for a couple of hours.”

“Oh. I see, sir. Of course.”

“Take Miss Grey,” Kat said. She eyed the starched governess. “Miss Grey, you will need to change into something more suited for scrambling.”

“Yes, ma’am,” was all Miss Grey said. Remembering similar orders, Isabella pitied the older woman.

“I’m off for a nap,” Arkwright said, “since we’re to have a little peace this afternoon.”

With tight lips, Mrs. Standings watched his retreat. “Cecilia will be here soon,” she foretold, but she and Petrie had retired to their own rooms before Cecilia came down the stairs.

She spotted them sitting in the shade and joined them, dropping into the chair beside Isabella. After she lit her cigarette, she blew a long smoke trail then leaned back.

“Never marry a scientist, Isabella,” she advised. Her pink linen was fresh and unwrinkled. Covered with dust from the dig, Isabella felt like a frump. “They have a one-track mind that brooks no interference in their work. When you do interfere, to stop them from ruining their future chances, they do not thank you.”

“Mallia wasn’t a good idea?” Madoc asked.

“Mallia was not a good idea.” Cecilia smiled as the prescient Dorcas brought a luncheon tray. She thanked the housekeeper then picked up their conversation. “How did you escape the science bug, Madoc?”

“I didn’t. I like my history newer. No future in that except a dusty office and a stuffy lecture hall. Gawen rescued me.”

Isabella ventured, “You know how to run a dig. I thought you had studied for it.”

“Give credit to the war, maybe one good thing that I learned. When I was stationed in Turkey, to keep my men fed and armed, I learned to work beyond the system. The little I know about archaeology I learned trotting after Gawen. He assisted on digs in Britain and France, before the war. Ice Age deposits, Saxon burials. I’ll never forget his excitement after he visited Boucher de Perthes’ site in Abbéville. That’s before he was wounded.”

“Experiences for which my husband cannot forgive him,” Cecilia said calmly. “Experiences that ensure he is lead archaeologist, not Nigel, who barely assisted at his single dig experience. For the first time my husband confronts an experience that outweighs his connections at the BSA. A new world he’s not prepared for. As Isabella is the new woman he is not prepared for. You must excuse his drunken comments last night. He is afraid of what you represent.”

Isabella didn’t know how to respond. How had the woman so clearly misinterpreted her husband’s comments?

Madoc wasn’t as reticent. “He directed his slanders at you, Cess, not Isabella.”

“He did.” She dabbed a napkin against her red lips. “I know my husband very well. He attacks directly only when cornered. Last night he praised Isabella to hurt me. He fears I will become what she is—independent, self-supporting, pursuing my dream and not his, not even needing him.”

“He doesn’t see very clearly. I am far from independent. I’m not even sure if this chance that Prof. Tarrant has given me will work out.”

“Oh, it will. You are too talented for the publishers not to want numerous contracts with you.” Cecilia sipped her coffee and smiled over the brim. “Please do not take anything Nigel says to heart. He fears I am slipping away from him. And I already have. Have you sold any artwork before coming to our fair Crete?”

The shift startled her. “Two watercolors, to Lady Baskille, of her daughter in the garden. That was a mere pittance.”

“Raise your price when you return to civilization. I do not know what talent I can turn to profit. Perhaps Gawen can rescue me next.” She placed her napkin beside the plate, emptied as she rattled on. “Will you be at the dig this afternoon, Isabella? I must make up for my missed morning.”

“I must work on the illustrations.”

“Lucky you, out of the sun. I need to apologize to Gawen for my lack of work.” Her heels tapping, she crossed the terrace to his office behind the exterior stairs.

Isabella stared after her, not sure what to say. “Do you think she is lying to herself?”

“Maybe, but after years of marriage, she should understand her husband very well.” Madoc angled his chair out of the shifting sunlight. “That’s not how I had interpreted his comments. It makes sense, in a skewed kind of way.”

They sat quiet, listening to the bees drone in the bougainvillea blossoms while doves cooed along the roof’s edge. Dorcas brought fresh coffee and tea and collected the tray.

“Madoc, what did you mean when you said that your brother rescued you?”

He propped his ankle on his knee, a position she was coming to associate with him—open yet guarded. “This job is make-work for me, as those illustrations would have been.”

“I didn’t mean to take the work from you.”

“Hush, Isabella. I told you, I was glad to give it up. Oversight of the dig is too much work sometimes. I’m good at it, but Gawen didn’t realize it when he drafted me. Everyone else is here because it’s a necessary job for them. Especially Gawen. He needs to prove himself. I’m the only one who doesn’t have to be here. I need to be rounding up a job. I need to make contacts or find a position or go back to Cardiff or—. You see? I took the job on a whim, for my brother’s sake, and to escape.”
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