
  
    [image: The Seer]
  


  
    
      The Seer

      BOOK 3

      
        THE SECRET TALES

      

    

    
      
        SANNA BRAND

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Afterworld Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright ©2025 by Vicki Stiefel www.vickistiefel.net; Afterworld Publishing, Los Angeles, CA

      Cover Art: Blake Ricciardi, with Mike Le, Juan Diaz, and Jorge Alvarez

      ISBN: 979-8-9870232-7-3  All rights reserved.

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      Afterworld Publishing supports copyright. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Some artificial intelligence was used on the cover. None was used in the text.

      For Subsidiary Rights, Live Events, or other questions contact Ben at ben@times10.net

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Epigraph

      

      
        Dedication

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Postscript

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Thank You! and Newsletter

      

      
        THE UNSEEN

      

      
        A Note on Truth vs Fiction

      

      
        About the Brinkmanns and “Gods in Color”

      

      
        Images from THE SEER

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Vicki Stiefel & Sanna Brand

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epigraph

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I will not follow where the path may lead, but I will go where there is no path, and I will leave a trail.”

        ―Muriel Strode

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To Aria Jones

        My superb editor, whose acumen, patience, and rigor consistently elevate my novels. Aria is the GOAT!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      1819

      Claire Cassandra Pheland wished to discard her skin, her nerves were that prickly.

      Rain beat against the windows on this gloomy March day. What was she doing here, about to present a paper to London’s Society of Antiquaries? She must be mad or foxed. Sadly, she was neither, as she surveyed the audience of Fellows and attendees from her seat—all male.

      She had wrangled her presentation with the help of the Marquess of Ravenscroft, her brother-in-law, along with aid from Viscount Hawthorne, another brother-in-law. She sat between them in the audience, their expressions stolid.

      No fool, Claire had made her request to the society using the initials CC Pheland, avoiding any hint of gender.

      As she listened to a clever paper on Roman coins, sweat greased her palms beneath her gloves. Her foot jiggled, too, an altogether inappropriate activity. Yet Claire could not seem to stop.

      As a small child, she had worried about anything and everything and would plunge into a disturbed state of anxiety. As time passed, she realized her flusters upset her sister and Mama, so she had learned to conceal them, hiding her upsets behind a mask of serenity. As years passed, her worry subsided to no more than an itch.

      Now her anxiety reappeared in full force.

      A trustee called her name. God help her. As she rose, then moved stiffly between legs and chair backs to reach the aisle, she pictured her pup Cullen begging for a treat. He was just outside being tended to by a footman. That imagining—for sweet Cullen was her protector—enabled her to push her fear down to a manageable level.

      Murmurs began, then voices rose, while several men pointed fingers as Claire approached the dais.

      Eyes forward, spine stiff, Claire endured. Naturally, a woman’s presence was a surprise. She tried to encase herself in iron, but as she reached the podium, she almost tripped on her cursed skirt. Women’s clothes were so very inconvenient.

      The murmurs rose, as did her vexation at their disrespect. Nonetheless, she laid her notes on the podium, staring at her written words as if they might leap off the page and attack. To her right, a worker carried a small veiled bust onto the dais and set it on the table beside the podium. With a deep breath, Claire raised her head and perused the crowd. She reminded herself to project her voice and smiled.

      “My paper will illuminate and substantiate my hypothesis about the ancient Greek statues, busts, and other marbles we so admire. A hypothesis also noted by the esteemed artist and antiquarian, Jean-Baptiste de Saint-Non.”

      The room quieted momentarily, much like the sea receding from the shore in preparation for a tumultuous wave. Discordant ripples arose from the audience.

      She raised her large monocle, a gift from her sister Charlotte. Unlike Lottie, who was outgoing and effusive, Claire was perceived as shy, a fine disguise for her introspective nature, Claire having little interest in the chatter of others. Chatter just like this, voiced by thick-headed, uninformed men.

      The crowd’s whispers rose, and a council member hushed the audience. Claire proceeded. “From my examination of numerous statues, stelai, and plinths during my time in Greece, along with my studies in England, I have come to the conclusion that the Greeks, rather than being admirers of austere white sculptures, favored bright colors and painted patterns, which adorned the majority of their figurative works. I would even go so far as⁠—”

      Exclamations and murmurs bounced off the walls, and Claire didn’t know whether it was due to her hypothesis or her gender. Perhaps both. It mattered little, as the commotion drowned out her words.

      “Let her speak,” hollered a man in the audience.

      “What is this woman talking about?” yelled another. “I cannot hear her.”

      “She is deranged!”

      Claire tightened her grip on the podium and spoke, digging deep for patience. She would continue, and damn them all.

       

      Lord Theseus Ashworth was disgusted with the behavior of his esteemed colleagues. No matter that a woman expounded at the podium, members of the Society had read her paper and deemed it worthy of discussion.

      He could barely hear her above the chatter and mutters. Unconscionable.

      No dialogue was to be found here, all due to her gender, which was absurd. Though he admitted Lady Claire’s premise was implausible. He recalled Quatremère de Quincy’s work that had made such a stir, claiming the marbles were brightly colored. Most antiquarians concluded Quatremère’s polychrome concept actually addressed the “natural” coloration brought about by the Greeks’ use of the many varied materials used, rather than paints. Not Theseus’ area of interest, so he had paid it little mind.

      Ravenscroft and Hawthorne, both acquaintances, and his good friend, the Duke of Devonshire, all appeared as furious as he. But there sat the offensive Lord Elgin, arms crossed, wearing a smile, and lobbing jeers with the rest of them.

      He was acquainted with the beautiful Claire Pheland, daughter of famed artist Reginald Pheland, Baron Halafair. He didn’t particularly like her, for her tongue was sharp. Nonetheless, she was Devonshire’s friend, thus she must have some redeemable qualities. That was neither here nor there. The Fellows’ behavior was inexcusable.

      Theseus rose, and given his height, bulk, and respect as an antiquarian, the audience took notice. “Hush, you cretins! Let the woman speak!”

      His booming baritone succeeded in silencing the room…for a moment. Yet after he retook his seat, the mumbles, laughter, and raucous commentary soon recommenced.

      Ravenscroft ascended the dais and whispered in Lady Claire’s ear. She nodded, then faced the crowd.

      Theseus leaned forward to hear her words.

      “Gentlemen, my work stands on its own! If you are too blind to see it, then I am too mute to speak. You should be ashamed of your unwillingness to listen to a perspective that differs from your own. Ashamed!” Her ladyship gave the audience a viperous stare.

      Devil it, the woman was impressive.

      With that, she hefted the small bust to her chest, fisted her notes, and stepped from the dais.

      

      With her free hand, Claire took Rhys’ arm, and he led her to a side door.

      “It could have been worse,” he said.

      Claire didn’t see how, but she nodded in what she hoped was a sage response as they stepped outside.

      “How can you say that?” Patrick said, awaiting them outside in his wheeled chair, his handsome face wearing a grim expression. A footman handed off Cullen’s lead for him to hold, and he wheeled alongside them down the wide alley, her pup beside him.

      Rhys gave him teeth. “Not with ease, which should be obvious.”

      Dim gray light pooled onto the alley, shaded by the building and overhanging trees, as they walked toward the street.

      Striding toward them was a brawny man wearing a black tailcoat and waistcoat, buff pantaloons, and Hessians.

      Now what?

      As he moved closer, she recognized Lord Ashworth, the man who had been kind enough to silence the crowd, if only momentarily. A taciturn fellow she knew from several family events as well.

      When he stood before them, he tipped his hat to the two men and offered Claire a bow. “Again, I apologize for the Fellows’ poor behavior.”

      Another kindness, one she would not forget. “Thank you, but it was no worse than I expected, and…”

      “But you hoped?” Ashworth said.

      “I did.” She smiled with chagrin.

      “Might I carry the bust for you?” Ashworth didn’t look at either Patrick or Rhys, but it was obvious he wondered why she was still clutching the heavy bust.

      “Thank you, my lord, but no,” Claire said. “Aspasia was a gift from my father and has been a friend for many years. Silly, I know, but I must carry her myself.”

      “Lady Claire clings to the thing as if it were gold,” Patrick said, wheeling beside them as they walked.

      “Aspasia means much to you,” Ashworth said. “That is obvious.”

      “She does indeed.”

      “Might I see her up close?” Ashworth said.

      “Oh! Why, of course.” Claire lifted the veil covering the bust as Ashworth removed a monocle from his pocket.

      He bent close and examined Aspasia with his famed antiquarian eye. “She is quite lovely. A fine reproduction.”

      Claire tilted her head. “You caught that.”

      “You did not assume she was Greek?” Ashworth said.

      Claire shook her head. “My father bought her in Greece, and I have had her since I was small. Aspasia has always been a part of my life. But…” She thrust the marble into Ashworth’s hands and lifted her own monocle. “Note the smile lines beside Aspasia’s eyes, the arrangement of hair, and the facial features. Though they are finely rendered, they signify a Roman reproduction.”

      Claire straightened to stare into Ashworth’s bright green eyes, then retrieved her sculpture, tucking it again beneath her arm.

      “You are correct,” Lord Ashworth said, surprised. “Whether Roman or Greek, she is a beautiful piece. I would suggest from the Imperial era.”

      “I agree about the era. Aspasia remains my treasure.” Claire gazed at the bust, seeing instead her father and his warm, smiling face.

      Rhys lightly squeezed her arm. “I am afraid we must depart, Ashworth. Thank you again for your consideration of Lady Claire.”

      Claire would have liked to speak further with Ashworth and to request entry to study the famed marbles at his estate. But the men bowed, she curtsied, and they were off.

       

      The second week in April, a month after Lady Claire’s fiasco at the Society of Antiquaries, Theseus received a note from the woman herself tucked within a missive from Devonshire, a clever way to avoid society’s censure. He peered out his study window at the dismal rain, wishing winter’s last sigh would abate. On the day of her ladyship’s debacle, he’d observed an appalling demonstration of men’s prejudice. Fools. Their meeting afterward had been pleasant enough. Though she seemed simultaneously curt and shy, given her courage at the podium, he found her admirable.

      Lady Claire’s brief note thanked him again, then she requested to study his father’s extensive collection of Greek sculptures.

      Damnation. While he favored her desire to view the works, Lady Claire would want time, more time than he could afford, given his nearing departure for the Greek Isles.

      Theseus intended to repatriate his father’s collection to Greece. Appropriated with the blessing of the cursed Turks, they belonged in their homeland, not arrayed in some English manor. His idea was perceived as eccentric and fraught with dissenters. The Crown wished him to keep them, as did the British Museum and that cursed Lord Elgin, the mawworm who took the Parthenon sculptures from their homeland.

      Though an outlier for his point of view, the antiquarian community esteemed him for his own antiquarian work, and none could deny his credibility. His own small collection of antiquities came as gifts from his Greek friends and other ethical sources.  

      He cared not one whit for the dissenters. His father’s marbles should reside in Greece.

      Throngs wished to examine the sculptures, and he had accepted many of those requests, often from members of the Society. But as the pressures of time, distance, and weather grew short, he could offer them little access to the statuary. And still the pleas poured in.

      The blasted Ottomans, occupiers of Greece, gleefully tossed away Greece’s heritage, his father’s haul merely one of many dispersed throughout the world. The concept infuriated Theseus. Not the discoveries themselves, of course, but the draining of Greece’s birthright. Few shared his viewpoint.

      He would soon set sail, accompanying the collection, to return the thirty sculptures to their home, where they belonged.

      His father’s rapacious need for acquisition made his blood boil.

      He set Lady Claire’s letter beneath the marble shard on his desk, then leaned back, tenting his hands. Physically, Claire Pheland was exquisite—blonde, amber-eyed, with a fine figure and proud carriage. Yet the few times he’d met the woman, she seemed oblivious to her own beauty. An act? He wondered.

      How much did the woman know about the ancients? Where had she studied? Private tutors, he assumed, as women had no access to British universities. Another absurdity. Women had graduated universities in Italy, Germany, Sweden, and other countries. Outliers all. No woman could attain a university degree in England.

      Shortsighted, for men persisted in seeing women as less intelligent, which astounded him. He knew numerous bright-minded women equal to or surpassing men’s acuity.

      Outside, the rain had ceased, and he rose and headed for the mews, eager to fly Ares, his favorite goshawk.

      Given Lady Claire’s history as a titled and entitled daughter of a baron, she pursued her unique subject with uncommon fervor. She may have failed to finish her presentation, but what little he had heard gave him pause. Yet his incredulity remained. He recalled the French antiquarian who posited a similar idea. Yet colored statues? He could not fathom it.

      Lady Claire was on some wild goose chase. Nonetheless, given her bravery at the gathering, he would think on admitting her to the marbles’ room.

      He headed to the stable yard when Captain Russell hailed him. The man captaining the war frigate he’d purchased for the journey was a good sort, but why, each time he ventured to fly his birds, did someone interfere? With resignation, Theseus walked to meet him.

      

      Claire had yet to hear from Lord Ashworth, yet she must get inside his sculpture room. Time was growing short, for Rhys had explained Ashworth intended to sail soon for Greece. The Ashworth pieces could further her premise, her aim to collect enough evidence that no one, not the Society of Antiquaries, not the Royal Society, not any damnable society, could refute her proof that ancient Greece had boasted brightly painted statues, stelai, and friezes. They were not, and never had been, starkly white.

      Lauded antiquarian Johann Joachim Winckelmann had made matters worse by claiming white stone figures equaled purity of form, à la Plato. She recalled his famed quote. “The whiter the body is, the more beautiful it is as well.”

      Balderdash! What a challenge to convince those old fogies that their concept of ancient Greece and their admiration of whiteness were based on false information.

      No, they embraced the idea that the absence of colored statues showed the Greeks’ creative restraint, highlighting form over decoration, decoration being considered in bad taste.

      Absurd.

      Converting them to her way of thinking was a challenge Claire willingly embraced.

      What if she showed up at Wolf Court? The carriage ride from Halafair to Woolacombe was but six or seven hours. Doable in a day. Ashworth was reserved, with a gruff demeanor, but Claire recalled how he had come to Lottie’s aid after a tumble from her horse and his kindness during her presentation.

      If she appeared, would he turn her away? Perhaps.

      The idea was scandalous, she was well aware. Yet impossible to ignore.

      Claire sat at her secretary, dipped her quill, and wrote a letter to her aunt Agnes, just returned from her adventures in America.

       

      On another chilly late April day, Theseus stood agog in his foyer, staring at the beautiful face of Lady Claire Pheland, who had arrived, unbidden, on his doorstep. For such a reticent soul, the bold move near made him smile. What nerve.

      Her immense Irish wolfhound, Cullen, stood beside her, the other side occupied by a vibrant older woman wearing a purple turban, her yellow gown embellished with purple accents. He was near blinded.

      “Lady Claire. This is a surprise.”

      

      Claire took one look at Lord Ashworth’s grim face, knowing he might be unreceptive to her idea. Bollocks! Though her face remained pleasant and optimistic, her hope died.

      And yet… As he crouched to pet Cullen, her massive wolfhound with very large teeth, the man’s severe face relaxed. How endearing.

      She peered down at Ashworth. A contradictory, yet compelling man. From their first meeting on horseback to their conversation in the alley after her presentation, Theseus Ashworth had defied setting him alongside other gentlemen of his stature. She’d seen him both casual and stern, amenable and prickly, commanding and kind.

      A confusing man.

      If she were honest, Ashworth had intrigued her from the first, though she would audibly deny it. Most men she met either had no interesting conversation or their personas failed to attract her. Yet the earl’s discourse compelled her in the extreme. Their previous brief chats may have been fractious, but his mind, his perceptions on ancient societies, fascinated her. Curse it. Worse, much to her surprise, his rough looks drew her far too much, for she found his unfashionable bronzed skin and muscled form appealing. For a moment she stared at his tumbled auburn hair—dragon’s blood hair, the color discovered on the Canary Islands.

      Claire snapped her mind to attention to find Aunt Agnes peering at her with a small smile.

      Ashworth rose to stare between her, Cullen, and Agnes.

      Auntie, Mama’s sister, had gleefully agreed to accompany her to Wolf Court as chaperone, Mama reminding her that Agnes was a bit…eccentric. Claire and Lottie both enjoyed her aunt’s foibles, and her mother had laughed, saying she felt pity for poor Lord Ashworth.

      Oh, those fabulous sculptures. She knew they were exceptional, though she had never seen them. But rumor was rife. Her mouth practically watered at the possibility of examining them. She smiled up at the man who would say yea or nay to their entry.
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      Theseus took a moment to compose himself. He could turn her…them away, though the tiny woman in the demonstrative outfit gave him pause. Small she might be, but also rather terrifying. Yet he could do it, and Lady Claire and her minions would stomp off, not to darken his door again.

      He stared at her ladyship with incredulity, her expectant amber eyes sincere rather than disingenuous. Like him, she was friends with Devonshire. Yet what a bother.

      Those eyes… He saw hope fade, a feeling she valiantly tried to conceal. It pained him, that sensation. Quite a bit, a fact he found damned odd.

      Why the hell not allow her in?

      Because she would be a pain in his arse.

      Theseus cleared his throat. “How lovely to see you, my lady, as well as your pet and your companion,” he said, putting off the inevitable.

      The lady grinned, and it was audacious. “May I introduce my aunt, Miss Agnes, and Cú Chulainn, my pup? As you have met before, you know I call him Cullen.”

      Surprised yet again, Theseus gestured to the hound. “You named him after the warrior who killed a wolfhound?”

      “Well, yes, but he greatly regretted it and was always associated with wolfhounds. He himself became Chulainn’s guard dog.”

      The woman looked utterly pleased as she reached into her large reticule and produced a tin, presenting it to him.

      “I recalled a dinner you attended at Woodbine where you enthused over the boudoir biscuits. I brought these for you.”

      “A bribe?” He gave her a smile, the one he knew frightened a man…or ten.

      “Indeed!” she said with enthusiasm.

      She brought to mind Calypso, the nymph who detained Odysseus for seven years. He took the tin with caution, as if it might bite him, yet widened the door. “Thank you. Will you not come inside?”

      Her smile was warm and wide and beguiling. “Thank you, but let me explain my purpose—I am determined to prove the Greek sculptures were commonly painted.” She clasped her hands tight enough her glove fabric gloves might burst. Cullen huffed.

      Words stuck in his throat, his jaw clamped like steel.

      She stood straight as a ruler, shoulders thrown back in a proud stance. Yet those amber eyes, damn them, shined with hope.

      “I see,” he finally said. “Until I sail for Greece, you are most welcome to study my father’s sculptures.”

      “My aunt will accompany me, my lord, as well as Cullen, if you approve.”

      He sighed, knowing his sweet spot for Canidae… Though the aunt was oddly more intimidating. “Of course. Cullen is welcome, as is your aunt.”

       

      Ashworth did not walk, no, he strode with intense purpose through the foyer. Her trio followed, Claire lugging her heavy case that included her microscope. A footman had offered to carry it, but no one touched her precious equipment but herself.

      They proceeded down a long hall parallel to the staircase lined with niches highlighting a variety of sculptures, though none of the pieces were Greek. Auntie oohed and aahed.

      “Your hall includes many artifacts,” Claire said. “Do you intend to return them to their countries of origin as well?”

      He shook his head. “Some are governmental offerings given to my father or grandfather, others sourced on my Grand Tour or received as gifts.”

      “I see.” She spotted a Byzantine bust and a miniature pharaoh and his queen from Egypt’s Old Kingdom until coming upon a statue that gave her pause.

      The artist had rendered a man in marble, maybe six inches high or perhaps seven, and quite abstract. He was seated, and his hand held a harp or lyre that rested on his stool. His form was only suggested, his arms broken off below the elbow, as was often the case. Nonetheless, the small sculpture was a masterpiece—suggestive, pure, perfect.

      “What is this?” Claire said. “I have never seen its like before. It is exquisite.” ttt

      “A knickknack,” Ashworth said. “One I admire as well. My father brought it back from Greece many years ago. He purchased it in Athens, though the seller did not know its origin.”

      “I find it stunning.” Claire leaned closer, hoping to spot a dab of paint. She raised her monocle and took care examining the statue. None. Ah, well.

      Theseus nodded and proceeded until they reached a pair of open doors and entered a sitting room. Not what she’d expected.

      He waved to a settee. “Ladies, do take a seat.”

      She did as requested, though he’d barked the words. Cullen sat beside her feet, while Auntie took a wing chair near the fireplace, her face piqued with interest.

      Ashworth sat opposite Claire, a delicate table between them.

      “I wish you to explain your hypothesis again.”

      Claire almost sighed. Almost. “Most of the Grecian statuary, even the bronzes, were painted. This is not a new supposition. Are you familiar with Jean-Baptiste de Saint-Non’s work, Voyage picturesque de Naples et de Sicile?”

      He became quite still, and she could almost see the cogs and wheels turning in that powerful brain. “Vaguely.”

      “In that work, Saint-Non often depicted the ancient statues with vivid colors. My thesis is not original.” She continued to expound as he sat back, tenting his hands.

      “You are not shy in the least, are you?” he said.

      Claire startled. “Pardon?”

      “Many comment upon your reticence and retiring demeanor.”

      His insight made her deuced uncomfortable. Shrugging to avoid the topic, she examined the elegant room with its lavish paintings, furniture, and bibelots. “What an exquisite salon, my lord.”

      Ashworth puffed out a breath in obvious frustration. “Let me show you the marbles room.”

      He approached walnut double doors embellished in gold, a reflection of the previous generation’s devotion to elaborate trimmings.

      Ashworth swung the doors wide, and the view stole Claire’s breath. Dozens of busts rested on plinths, with several statues standing in various locations, along with several stelai and friezes. The walls were hung with gorgeous woven tapestries, scenes of ancient Greece, while a large table contained pottery and marble fragments. Excepting the tapestries, all was a wonderland of white.

      But Claire hoped that within the creases of chins and elbows, draped clothing, and pursed lips, hidden color remained.

      She paused, doubts slithering into her brain. Each time she confronted a sculpture, she worried she would find no residue of paint. That the experts were right. That she was a fool. Claire hated such insecurities about her hypothesis. But it was part of who she was. She must accept that and simply get on with it. She mentally shook herself.

      Her eyes were drawn to the tapestries, for they were a riot of color. One was of a female in men’s clothing assisting a pregnant woman. Agnodice, she’d bet. The other depicted a woman racing a chariot. That must be Cynisca, the first woman to compete and win in the Olympic Games. Claire walked closer. The bright colors showed no sign of deterioration in the weave. They must be of fairly recent origin, then.

      Alongside her, Cullen’s behavior was impeccable, whilst his lordship directed Auntie to a wing chair before the fire, the chill in the air palpable. He led Claire to a large worktable, its wooden surface scarred with dents and scratches.

      “Will this suit?” he said.

      “Very much so.” Perfect for her microscope and chemicals.

      “You truly think you will find colors amongst these?” Ashworth waved an arm across the thirty or so sculptures.

      “I am sure of it.” A boldfaced lie.

      He chuckled. “You are awfully certain of yourself, my lady.”

      “Thank you. I shall take the compliment.”

      Her eyes shifted from the earl to survey the room. There, amongst the stelai and friezes, was a familiar bust.

      “You have an Aspasia,” she said in breathless tones.

      The bust’s earthy quality made her eager for a closer look, for it could be a copy of hers, yet instinct said it was different.

      He gave her an assessing look. “She does not travel with us to Greece.”

      Claire held her breath, for there was much he wasn’t saying.

      “You may use the room in the morning between ten and noon and in the afternoon between two and four. You move nothing without my approval. And you will be silent.”

      “No singing if I am alone?”

      “Harrumph.”

      She chuckled. “In truth, how very generous of you to welcome us, my lord. I shall follow your edicts to the letter.”

      Ashworth did not roll his eyes, but she’d swear he wanted to. Instead, he reached down to scratch beneath Cullen’s chin. He paused as he rose. “Where are you staying?”

      “At the inn in town.”

      “Bah! That is no place for gently bred ladies.” He lowered his head and sighed. “I presume your maid accompanies you along with Miss Agnes and Cullen?”

      “She awaits us in the carriage.”

      “The dower house,” he mumbled in obvious discomfort.

      “Pardon?”

      “At present, the dower house is empty, and it is far more suitable for your sojourn here than the inn, particularly with Cullen, for he can stretch his legs at Wolf Court.” His heavy brow bunched. “The Prancing Rabbit’s element is often unsavory.”

      A reluctant gift, but one she would accept. “Thank you, Lord Ashworth. I and my companions much appreciate the offer. I shall send my maid and the carriage to collect our baggage from the inn.” She peered down at her pup. “Cullen will appreciate your offer most especially.”

      Ashworth cleared his throat. “I expect so. He is a handsome fellow.”

      She grinned. “And a fierce one! A gift from my mother.”

      “The dower house is yours.” He snapped her a nod and fled as if pursued by banshees.

       

      Having settled their things in the dower house, Claire went to work, and though she was bristling to examine the marbles, first she settled Agnes by the fireplace, then set out Cullen’s water dish and his cozy blanket. Fingers atingle, she forced herself to lay out her instruments, chemicals, and other paraphernalia before she perused the stone.

      Her anticipation increased as she walked to Aspasia. First she circled the piece, considering the different angles the sculptor had created. The stone itself, of a finer quality than her Roman Aspasia, included a tall marble stand, or herm. Upon closer inspection, the bust differed slightly from hers, but those variations were significant. This Aspasia was a touch more idealized and refined than her copy, a touch more beautiful and more ethereal as well.

      Claire ran a hand over her head. Greek. No doubt about it. Her first look had revealed no hidden color, but she would save a more thorough examination of Aspasia for later. A treat for the very end.

      Her hands shook with excitement as she approached a plinth holding a bust from Piraeus. Hope rose as she raised her loop, followed by disappointment. She moved to a statue of a Hellenic warrior. Nothing.

      It was happening, her doubts flourishing like weeds. Too often, when marbles were excavated, they were scrubbed clean of dirt, detritus…and any remaining paint. She looked across the sea of Greek antiquities, dozens of them, chiding herself for her qualms, not an attractive trait.

      Claire rested her hand on the bust of Socrates, picturing the room filled with color. The kore, or maiden, standing near the wall in bright yellow and white, her cheeks pink, her lips flushed with red. She moved to the bronze of Perseus, who would have been painted a golden hue, with white leather wrappings around his wrists and forearms, his eyes colored green, blue, or brown. She wished she knew. She pivoted, imagining a kaleidoscope of polychromy adorning the marbles.

      “They are all so beautiful, Auntie, are they not?”

      Her aunt swiveled, setting aside her embroidery. Claire was a bit terrified of Auntie’s needlework—her last piece said, “You are tight as Dick’s hatband.” After having it framed, Auntie gave it to her solicitor. Claire could only imagine why.

      “They are, indeed,” Auntie said.

      A knock distracted her musings, Cullen rising to an attentive stance.

      “Come in.” Claire placed a hand on her dog’s brow to reassure him all was well.

      A footman entered and began dousing the lamps around the room. Beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, the sky had darkened, though it felt she’d been working for mere minutes. Claire realized it was more like hours. She checked the watch pinned to her bodice. Ten minutes after four o’clock.

      Her first hours with the marbles, and she had not found a single dab of color.

      Claire left most of her paraphernalia on the table but repacked her precious microscope in its case. Charlotte and Patrick had gifted her the instrument for Christmas, and she treasured its refinement and accuracy. She smiled, recalling her first microscope, one she had built herself.

      A footman stood by the double doors, closing them as they left for the day. Though they had settled into the dower house, she turned to ask the footman how to exit the manor, an immense pile of stone with numerous winding corridors.

      The man was gone, perhaps nervous around Cullen, whose jaw was open, tongue lolling? More likely Auntie scared him. Much more likely.

      “I go to the kitchens,” Auntie said, her ostrich feathers waving as she tilted her head.

      “How will you find your way?”

      Auntie tapped her nose. “Scent.”

      “What do you seek?”

      “A maid mentioned marzipan.” Her grin was diabolical.

      “Happy eating.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Claire had not toured the manor, though the butler had offered. Now, Cullen followed her down the main hall toward the great room with many doors, massive fireplaces, and several sofa groupings. She paused. One branched corridor went left, the other right, and she stood in shadow, unsure of which way to go.

      The knocker pounded, then the sound of the butler swinging the door wide. She peeked around a corner toward the foyer. The visitor was dressed to the nines, from his beaver top hat to his walking stick.

      “I have an appointment with Lord Ashworth,” the gentleman said in a terribly plummy voice.

      The butler took his hat and cane just as Ashworth strode into the foyer, face tight, eyes sharp, and lips thin. She doubted this a welcome meeting.

      “Greetings, Mr. Planta.” Ashworth bowed, as did Mr. Planta.

      God above! That was the British Museum’s Principal Librarian, the man in charge of it all. Claire slid deeper into the shadows.

      A member of the Society of Antiquaries, Planta likely had attended her aborted presentation. He had also probably heckled her, as many had done.

      He must be here about the Ashworth sculptures.

      His lordship led Planta from the foyer, requesting the butler deliver refreshments.

      On light feet, Claire followed the men until they disappeared into a room and closed the door.

      Which hadn’t snicked tight.

      She shouldn’t. She really should not.

      Claire peered over her shoulder for the refreshment’s arrival. All clear. She whispered for Cullen to shush, pressed close to the door, and listened.

      At first, the voices were too muffled to reach her ears, but they soon rose.

      “What are you offering this time, Mr. Planta?” Lord Ashworth said in what sounded like exasperation.

      A throat cleared. “How would you like to be a marquess? An interested party, an authority, has promised an elevation in the peerage should you choose to donate the previous earl’s marbles collection to the museum. An elevation that would include funds added to your coffers.”

      “And who might this ‘interested party’ be?” he said.

      A pained smile. “I am not at liberty to disclose the gentleman’s name.”

      Another pause and what sounded like a shuffling of papers, though Claire couldn’t be certain.

      “Are not Elgin’s marbles enough?” Ashworth said with disgust. “Raising my station holds little appeal.”

      “Is that so?” Planta tapped his walking stick. “How very…unique.”

      A chuckle. “I am comfortably set up, funds-wise, and see no advantage to gaining another title.”

      “Then what can I offer, man?” Planta’s voice barked with frustration.

      “Nothing, I am afraid.” Ashworth chuckled. “Neither you nor the Crown, no matter the inducements, can alter my path.”

      Low murmurs, then sounds of clinking. Drinks, she presumed.

      Claire turned to leave as the butler, followed by a footman, rounded a corner, the footman carrying a large tray filled with sweets and savories.

      “Oh, hello!” She offered a smile. Cullen smiled, too, which made the phlegmatic butler grin.

      “I understand,” the butler said, “your party now occupies the dower house.”

      Claire felt much as a bug beneath a microscope. The men knew she had been eavesdropping, curse it. “That is so.”

      “I shall have you escorted to the house.” He smiled, eyes twinkling.

      Her mouth opened, and nothing came out. She cleared her throat. “That would be lovely. Shall I wait in the…”

      He signaled the footman to hand him the tray. “Ferguson will guide you.”

      She nodded and followed, back straight, head held high, making good her escape.

       

      The dower house, though small, was a distinctive Tudor jewel, complete with exquisite tapestries and comfortable furniture, reminding her of Woodbine and then her family. She missed them already and vowed to write letters after dinner.

      “Aunt, are you here?”

      No answer. Off gadding about, Claire assumed.

      While changing, Claire again mulled over the conversation between Ashworth and Mr. Planta. What an inducement Planta had offered. Yet the earl rejected it. Shocking. What determination on Ashworth’s part!

      Talking to Planta, Ashworth was the perfect earl, albeit a stiff one. But his refusal implied he was more—a man so fixed on his purpose, he could not be swayed. Both admirable and unusual. Claire couldn’t help but wonder what “more” there was to Ashworth.

      She sat at the vanity while her maid arranged her hair, Cullen observing as always. For some reason, her coifs fascinated the pup.

      Ashworth had invited her and Agnes to join him for dinner, surprising her near as much as the return of the marbles. He even said Cullen was welcome, equally unexpected.

      The earl fascinated her, excitement prickling her skin. What was his elusive quality that affected her so? She buried her anticipation deep, yet it felt much like a pebble wedged in a shoe, a vexatious one.

      “I shall not attend the meal.” Agnes stood in the doorway, en deshabille.

      Claire rose. “Are you well?”

      “I fear the marzipan did not settle.”

      “How can I make you more comfortable, Auntie?”

      Her aunt sniffed. “I fear you cannot. I shall have a tray sent over, though I cannot guarantee it will be eaten.”

      “All right.” Scandalous to dine alone with Ashworth. Yet who would know? “I shall say you have a megrim.”

      Her aunt frowned. “So banal.” Auntie grinned. “Perhaps the pox!”

      “Definitely the pox!” With a laugh, Claire kissed her aunt’s cheek, retrieved one of her throwing knives, and slipped it into the holster strapped to her thigh, reachable through her pocket. Upon Rose’s recommendation, all her gowns had pockets. A wise suggestion, especially after the tumult of the past few years. She always wore at least one knife on her person. Often more. Why pockets were not ubiquitous in ladies’ gowns, she did not know.

      Dinner was quite delicious, the conversation odd, for Ashworth had little use for such topics as the weather, a new play, or the food, offering monosyllabic replies. But once she attempted a discussion of Cullen’s antecedents, Ashworth transformed into an enthusiastic participant, even comparing the Irish wolfhound to the Scottish deerhound.

      Also notable, Cullen oft drifted from her side of the table to Ashworth’s, and she suspected the earl was offering him tidbits. An indulgent man, though few could refuse Cullen’s pleading eyes.

      Ashworth reached for a sip of wine, his deep-set eyes boring into her. “Tell me, Lady Claire, is eavesdropping part of your research?”

      Her mouth dried, her thoughts scattered. Yet…yes, his eyes warmed with laughter. “Is it not obvious?”

      “I fear it is not,” he replied, his tone clipped.

      “Mr. Planta is the Principal Librarian of the British Museum. The…” She’d almost uttered “damned.” “The museum will not permit me to examine the marbles on exhibit, nor even the ones in storage. I am curious about Planta, and I was even more intrigued by what you and he had to discuss.”

      He tilted his head as if her answer were inconceivable. “Are you not ashamed for sneaking about and spying?”

      She pondered for a minute, refusing to lower her eyes at his penetrating stare. “In truth, I should be. I admit to being hesitant, yet I found the conversation irresistible, my curiosity piqued. The latter, a sad trait I acquired from Lottie.”

      He barked a laugh, leaned back, and crossed his arms. “Placing the blame at your sister’s feet, I see. And what did you glean from our discussion?”

      “I find it a conundrum as to why you are returning the marbles. Though I cannot say I am fond of Mr. Planta or his policies, I am surprised you resisted the man’s estimable offer.”

      “Bribes do not interest me.”

      She stared at that brutal, tanned face, noting the lines fanning from his eyes. Smile lines. Yet in the brief times she had met him, his smiles were few and far between. She liked his smiles.

      “You are examining me,” he said, “as if I were one of the specimens beneath your microscope.”

      She laid her serviette on the table. “Forgive me, my lord. I shall retire for the evening. Thank you again for the delicious meal.”

      He reared back, his face both curious and surprised, and he waved her back to her seat as she began to rise.

      “I have been to Greece many times and for long periods,” he said. “I like her people, and I admire their pride in their heritage. Much has changed since the sculptures were carved, and now Hellas is under Ottoman rule, which her citizens abhor. The Turks easily part with Greek history, an attempt to eradicate it. The marbles deserve to be in Greece, not here nor in some British museum, which only the privileged can view. Do you not see the irony of that? The absurdity? The average Englishman cannot view the museum unless they have some upper-class connection.

      “Should not a museum be for all those interested, not just some? That is neither here nor there, for I would still return them to Hellas.”

      Claire must think. She vaguely knew not all were admitted to the museum but had not thought much on it. Yet it felt similar to her being denied access to study the museum’s sculptures.

      Should not all be welcomed at the museum? She rose. “You have given me much food for thought, my lord. Now, if you will excuse me.”

      “I shall accompany you to the dower house.” Ashworth approached to loom over her, for she came but to his shoulder. The man probably didn’t realize how intimidating his presence could be. At times, Rhys had that same habit. Thoughts of her brother-in-law and her family made her go wistful.

      “Thank you, my lord. That is kind.”

      “I do hope your aunt is feeling more the thing,” he said as they walked.

      Outside, the air was crisp this late April day, yet today spring was bursting. Claire loved winter, its sleigh rides and snowball fights a treat, but now she welcomed spring’s fragrant blooms and unfurling leaves.

      Ashworth said nothing as they crossed the drive, and when they arrived at the house, warm and welcoming, lit with beeswax candles, she turned to thank him. The man bowed and fled.

      

      The promise of the new day awakened Claire, helped along by her pup’s icy nose nudging her neck. Soon, she and Cullen stood at the table surrounded by statuary, and she began setting up her equipment. Auntie was again ensconced by the fire, plying her needle.

      As Claire dusted off her microscope, she eyed the forest of sculptures for a likely candidate.

      She passed a bust of Hera, another of Achilles, and one of Homer, stopping briefly to check for paint. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. Cursory checks only, but she wished she’d found some color by now. She came upon a stele of a sleeping child, two adults hovering over him, the design in relief. A commemorative inscription marked the base of the capstone. Claire sucked in a breath. Had she seen a dab of green, or was she again chasing rainbows?

      Claire withdrew her loupe. There. In a crevice, where the child’s head rested on his hand. She whooshed out a breath, savoring the moment. Thank the heavens. With each find, the world became bright and new again.

      Her find confirmed, she retrieved her tweezers, a sharp knife, and a dish to hold her specimen, then returned to the stele.

      She stepped back and examined the block of marble as a whole, circling around it. The facial expressions of those on the grave marker were profound.

      The young child was loved. Deeply, from the looks of it.

      Blinking away tears, Claire scraped a tiny bit of pigment from the marble into the small ceramic dish. Peering at it through her microscope, a thrill suffused her. She opened her journal and described the stele in detail, noting from where she had taken the pigment. She then made a quick sketch of the stele.

      Finally, she slid the pigment into a tiny box, one of the many she carried in her case, then labeled and sealed it.

      Claire held her breath. The first of many more, she hoped. Over her years of study, she had found many colors—Egyptian blue was ubiquitous, as was madder red. Cinnabar, ochre, azurite, malachite—she had found them all at one time or another. But never Tyrian purple. Perhaps here she would discover that elusive color.

      Just as she was choosing what next to examine, Ashworth breezed in, his large form tight, as action was but a breath away, his face wreathed in determination.

      He is so alive! She dismissed the thought as she rose from the chair and curtsied. “My lord?”

      He rested his fisted hands on his hips. “I wish to see evidence of what you are about.”

      “About?” Claire said, notching her chin to challenge his fierce demeanor. Until she remembered she was at Wolf Court on his sufferance.

      Ashworth waved a hand. “What have you found?”

      His formidable stance resembled a stalking lion. She didn’t much like being prey.

      Claire led him to the grave stele, showing the spot where she had found paint, with more of the green remaining. “This.”

      “I see a muddy color that might or might not be green.”

      “Of course it is green!”

      “Not dirt of some sort?”

      “Do not be ridiculous, sir. I have examined it beneath my microscope!”

      “Who is to say the color was not added millennia after the creation of the stele?”

      She huffed. “Why in all creation would someone paint a stele years after it was carved?”

      “Why not?” He spread his hands, palms up. “Have you found any others? Ones better than this sorry specimen?”

      “That question is offensive, my lord, as is your tone.”

      He drew back and paused, squeezing the bridge of his nose. “I do apologize, for I am out of sorts and, yes, out of line. Yet this is but one small exemplar of… What did you call it?”

      “Polychromy.” Claire sounded stiff, as if she were in a snit. Well, she guessed she was. “Is not that the point of my being here? Finding more examples of polychromy to substantiate my hypothesis?” Claire drew in a deep breath, nostrils flaring. That man had said he was out of sorts. Given his upset, she evened her voice to soothing. “I would be delighted to discuss my research in more detail.”

      Agnes snickered. Ashworth didn’t react, yet he must have heard. He dragged over two hardback chairs and gestured for her to sit. Once she did, he followed suit.

      He stared at her, stoic-faced. “Well?”

      “As I have noted before, I believe the ancient Greeks painted most of their work, the statues and busts, even the bronzes.”

      His brows ascended nearly to his hairline. “Continue.”

      She described her research in Greece, how she had examined a wide range of marbles, all of which advanced her belief.

      “Most think your premise outlandish.”

      “Most are wrong.” Claire sniffed. “I am neither the first to propose this, nor will I be the last.”

      “I know,” he said, nodding. “I reviewed Quatremère de Quincy’s treatise, ‘Olympian Zeus.’ He opposed Winckelmann’s ideas in certain areas.”

      Claire leaned back and laughed. “Winckelmann! The bane of my existence.” She flipped pages in her journal until she came to a particular passage. “I quote, ‘The whiter the body is, the more beautiful it is as well.’ Do you believe this? Winckelmann opined, ‘Color contributes to beauty, but it is not beauty. Color should have a minor part in the consideration of beauty because it is not but structure that constitutes its essence.’”

      Ashworth said nothing, his eyes distant.

      “Well?” Claire said. “Does the whiteness of the statues imply Platonic purity? Is it that whiteness that raises them to lofty artistic heights?”

      He frowned. “I cannot say I agree with those statements.”

      “Have you heard of the Temple of Aphaia?” Claire said, bright-eyed.

      “I have seen it myself.”

      “Many of its sculptural adornments were brought to Munich by an antiquarian traveling in Greece.”

      His face darkened. “I know this.”

      “The excavators found traces of pigments, primarily blue and red, on the sculptures. Yet the art establishment ignores this.”

      Ashworth smirked. “So there is some monstrous conspiracy at work?”

      “No,” she said. “And stop sneering. It does you no favors. Those on high—the art community, the museums, even antiquarians—are seemingly incapable of understanding the truth. All because it goes against their entrenched beliefs. So they ignore any verification. What of that statue of Artemis, the one found in Pompeii? The piece is visibly colored!”

      Ashworth crossed his arms. “I understand Winckelmann declared it Etruscan, not Greek. I have not seen it myself.”

      “Ha! Etruscan?” Claire flung her arms wide. “It is Greek. That smile Winckelmann talked about exactly matches the Greeks’ Archaic period depictions. Most interesting, at least to me, is that late in life, his point of view shifted to believing paint existed on Greek and Roman sculptures. Clear evidence was found in his notes written just before his death. No one talks about that! Antiquarians ignore his reversal whilst revering his earlier pronouncements.”

      “Your reasoning is sound, Lady Claire,” Ashworth said. “Show me, then. Give me more examples than a dab of muddy green. I do wish to accept your thesis.”
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      Theseus did want Lady Claire to succeed. “If esteemed antiquarians such as de Quincy and Winklemann go unheeded, how shall you turn the antiquarian community to your way of thinking?”

      Claire crossed her arms as well, mirroring him. “You imply my gender will make it more difficult.”

      “Well…yes. Sadly, that is a large part of it.” He held up his hands as if to appease. “I do not feel that way, having known clever, capable, and intelligent women, but the world certainly does.”

      Lady Claire had done her due diligence, and Theseus admired that. Yet he oft lost her words whilst he marveled at her sparkling eyes, the way all of her came alive with enthusiasm. Compelling. Society said ladies should not exhibit excessive emotion. He delighted in Lady Claire’s. A reaction most unlike him, his focus usually honed to a razor point.

      “I admire de Quincy,” Lady Claire said. “I often esteem Winckelmann as well, though he frustrates me. You see, I have faith in myself, in my research, and in my conclusions. If it takes a thousand daubs of paint to convince the hierarchy of my thesis, then I shall do exactly that.” She graced him with a dangerous gleam that presaged terrors to come. “Now, it is my turn, your lordship.”

      “Your…turn?” he said.

      “Yes.” Lady Claire nodded. “I have thought much about your repatriating these marbles to Greece. I see your point, to a certain extent.”

      She sang the song many others had. “‘A certain extent?’”

      Claire laughed. “Well, yes.”

      “Just as you believe in your…cause, so do I believe in mine, whether you see my reasoning or no.”

      Lady Claire tilted her head. “I know all about causes.”

      He shrugged. “It is simple. These marbles belong in Greece.”

      “A land now ruled by the Ottomans.”

      “That is neither here nor there,” he said. “They belong home. The last place they need to be is decorating some stuffy English manor house like bonbons, scattered about to impress.”

      “I agree with Lord Ashworth,” her aunt boomed.

      “Thank you, Miss Agnes.”

      “What of the Greek artifacts you are keeping?” Claire said. “Should not they be repatriated as well?”

      “An excellent question, my lady.” He nodded. “Eleven in my personal collection were snuck out of Greece by Hellenes wishing them safe from the Turks. Two were gifted to me by Greek families who held them for millennia, unlike the marbles of my father, which were sold to him by the Ottomans. That is how Elgin acquired the Parthenon marbles, which equates to bribery.”

      Lady Claire clasped her hands, her attentive look and that nibble of her bottom lip alluring. She confused him utterly.

      He checked his timepiece. “I must go.” He scratched Cullen’s chin, bowed to the ladies, and offered Claire a mischievous smile over his shoulder.

       

      What was that smile about—like the glee a pirate felt as he slashed his saber? Did sabers slash?

      What a confusing, mercurial, and engaging fellow, with an intelligence to easily battle hers. Ashworth was both invigorating and frustrating.

      She gathered her dignity, sadly lacking during their conversation, and returned to work.

        

      A week later, as they walked the hall to the sculpture room, her aunt’s disgruntlement reached her ears.

      “I miss Arthur,” Agnes said.

      “I am sorry.”

      Agnes waved a hand. “Oh, it is to be expected, but I hate for us to be apart.”

      True, for Auntie dearly loved the capuchin monkey her aunt had rescued from a brutal organ grinder. She must concede Arthur was unique. On a visit to Hawthorne, Arthur had seen Lottie painting and become fascinated. Once home, Auntie had set up paints and an easel for the monkey. His strange, swirly paintings often surprised Claire, evoking feelings of joy or excitement.

      “Perhaps we could—” Auntie shook her head.

      “We cannot, Auntie.” Agnes had wished to bring Arthur to Wolf Court. “Whilst he can be wonderfully behaved, he⁠—”

      Agnes waved her fan. “Can be wonderfully misbehaved. Ah, well. How does your work progress? I so admire your pursuit.”

      “Slow as usual.” Claire always found her aunt’s support heartening. “I must be meticulous, or they will find me at fault.” “They” being the men who judged such things.

      “What do you think of Ashworth?” Agnes winked.

      She usually found Agnes’ perpetual quest to find Claire a husband diverting, for they both knew Claire believed she would never marry. Her knee-jerk reaction was to say she liked him very well. A bad idea to voice those thoughts. “He is an interesting man.” There, that was quite unexceptional.

      Agnes halted. “I have never heard you say such about any gentleman other than a family member, and they do not count.”

      Bollocks. “I am sure I have found other⁠—”

      She pressed her closed fan to Claire’s chest. “Never.”

      A footman swung wide the doors, and Agnes took her chair by the fire, while Claire set up her equipment.

      Agnes bent to her needlework, though she would not reveal the piece until its completion. Auntie loved her surprises, to the horror of many, particularly double entendres. Her last creation blared, “Time wounds all heels.” Quite hilarious, actually.

      Hadn’t Claire found other men interesting? She was certain she had. Traveling the world as she did, Auntie was often absent. Of course Claire had met interesting men. The trouble was, she could not think of a one.

      Except for Ashworth, though of late he’d become a ghost. He had refrained from joining them at meals or checking her progress on the sculptures or even sharing tea. She suspected preparations for his departure had inundated him. In truth, Claire wished he pestered her more about her findings.

      Perhaps all for the good. He might be pleasing to look upon, very pleasing if she were honest, but he was a prickly fellow. Mayhap it was his prickliness she found interesting? That could not be right.

      Claire shrugged as she scraped what she hoped was a small dab of Naples yellow off Eros’ elbow fold.

      To her, these marbles were a rich field of exploration. So far, Eros was the second marble to offer anything up. Not enough to impress Ashworth. Nor anyone, indeed.

      Ashworth Senior must have had these pieces fiercely scrubbed, as did so many antiquarians. Claire sighed and got back to work, dozens remaining unexamined, for her study was slow and painstaking. Inspecting them all would take months, time she did not have.

      Ashworth appeared before the gallery doors, but she paid him no mind as she placed the speck of yellow on the plate, then carried it to her worktable. She noted in her journal the sculpture’s title and Ashworth Senior’s description of the piece and its original location while footsteps strode across the gallery to where she sat. It bothered her that she could feel the man, though she had not looked up.

      Finished, Claire stood and curtsied.

      “Lady Claire, I have news.”

      “Why, Lord Ashworth, I thought you may have passed to the great beyond, as I have not seen you for days.”

      “Still here.” His eyes narrowed. “Regrettably, I have moved the date up for our departure to Greece. We sail in seven days.”

      A week. Her heart went triple time now that the hours had become the greater enemy. “Thank you for informing me.”

      He turned to leave.

      “Why?” she asked in a soft voice. “I believed I would have many more days to study them.”

      He stared at her, impassive, though his eyes hinted at a myriad of emotions—regret, anger, frustration.

      “I have no right to ask,” she said. “I know that. But it is a terrible disappointment that you will sail so soon. Might I extend my four hours a day in the room to five? Or perhaps six?”

      “Forgive me, but I cannot grant you more time, as we must pack the ship, a lengthy task.” He stood yards away.

      “I see,” she said, approaching him slowly. “I apologize for making things worse.”

      “In truth, you were but the feather that broke the camel’s back.” He scraped a hand through his too-long hair and chuckled. “Not really. Only but one small voice in the endless harangue.”

      Being constantly pecked at could drive one to madness, and she could not blame the man.

      Claire was so frustrated she wished to scream. Not at him. No, but rather the situation.

      If only…

      What if she could accompany him to Greece? Claire glanced at Agnes. If her aunt joined her, the trip would be proper. If Auntie agreed. Given her adventurous spirit, she would.

      “Your expression says you are plotting mischief,” he said.

      “Never!” Claire winked, returning to the worktable. She slipped onto the stool and slid the sample of what she hoped was Naples yellow beneath the microscope.

      “What do you see?” He strolled to where she was perched above her microscope.

      “Do look.” Claire pointed.

      He bent over her microscope. “Yellow.”

      Claire gestured to Eros. “From our friend over there.”

      “Our friend?” Ashworth laughed, raising a brow. “He is no friend of mine. It seems you now have a muddy green and a yellow specimen.” He gave her a long look. “Antiquarian studies oft take much time and patience. I shall hope you find at least one more color. Three is always a good sign, do you not think?”

      The man was trying to put a positive spin on her paltry discoveries. More than a dozen samples rested at home, though that was not near enough to convince anyone.

      Recalling her sojourn in Greece, the palpable excitement of it all. She would relish another visit. Perhaps she could continue her research onboard, and once in Greece, she would venture to examine marbles in situ, ones unavailable on her earlier trip.

      All she had to do was get Ashworth to take her along.

      “I understand, my lord. Seven days, it is.”

       

      The following day, Agnes was resting while Claire took her constitutional on the sandy walk overlooking the Celtic Sea. Cullen loved this walk for his many opportunities to chase seabirds. On her way, she’d spotted Ashworth exiting the mews, leather jesses in hand, while some hawk or falcon bobbed on his forearm. She’d never flown a bird, and the prospect was rather enticing. Perhaps they might… No, Ashworth had little time before he sailed.

      The wind was wild today, billowing her clothes, the air bracing. She’d rather be in

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Postscript
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        Thank You! and Newsletter
      


      		
        THE UNSEEN
      


      		
        A Note on Truth vs Fiction
      


      		
        About the Brinkmanns and “Gods in Color”
      


      		
        Images from THE SEER
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Vicki Stiefel & Sanna Brand
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Vicki Stiefel & Sanna Brand


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-3-seer-cover-lg-14mb.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-0-afterworld-logo.jpg
W\

Afterworld
Publishing







