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1

O n e

Southern England, 1819

“Hunting tHe tr easur e w itHout me?”
I slammed the cellar door shut, sparing only a cursory glance at 

my friend and fellow artist as I pushed past him into the kitchens. 
“Please, Daniel, not all that again.”

A step forward and I halted, brandishing the paintbrush in my 
hand like a weapon as I whirled to face him. “You know we haven’t a 
moment to spare for your insidious quest. ’Pon my word, ever since I 
told you about those rumors in town there’s been no living with you.”

He wiggled his eyebrows. “You have to admit the villagers have 
compelling evidence. And there’s all those caves down at the shoreline. 
You know . . . you’re down there hunting shells all the time.”

“Perhaps I am and there are caves.” My lips twitched as I fought a 
smile. “But such fantasies will have to wait for another time. We’ve a 
ballroom to finish and we’re woefully behind schedule.”

I sighed as I deposited the brush into my apron pocket. “And don’t 
look at me like that. This is not some misguided opportunity for an 
escape from our responsibilities like we did all too often as children. 
I only stepped out just now to fetch a smaller applicator. The top sec-
tion of the frieze is proving to be a bit more delicate than I anticipated. 
So, if you’ll cease your half- hearted attempts at evasion and return to 
work with me, we might just stand a chance of finishing the section 
beside the column like we promised last week.”
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“Yes . . . well . . . you wouldn’t be so eager to return if you’d been 
present a moment ago. Miss Drake’s probably still in there barking at 
the walls.” He sidled past me in that boyish way of his en route to the 
copper sink, where he refilled his glass. “Oh yes, she caught a nice long 
look at the section we finished this morning.”

My face went cold. “Oh dear.”
“Stormed right over after you left. Had a slew of harsh words 

at the ready for me.” He crossed his arms. “In fact, she lashed out at 
everyone present, even her precious Arnold.”

“Arnold too? Heavens.” A furrow crossed my brow. “Sounds as 
if this mood of hers was sparked by more than your little error in the 
trim work.”

“Indeed.” Daniel rested his back against the counter, the sparkle 
of his youthful enthusiasm waning. “Full of mumbles about that great- 
nephew of hers.” He flicked his fingers in the air. “Did you know the 
dandy arrived at the house unannounced and quite unexpected this 
morning?”

“Lt. Burke?” I glanced at the kitchen door. Miss Drake’s nephew 
had only visited the house one time over a year ago and stayed but a 
short while. Goodness, I hadn’t thought of him in some time. “Still 
has that dark cropped hair, and— ”

“The attractive countenance?” Daniel laughed beneath his breath. 
“At least that’s what I overhead one of the scullery maids babbling 
about to Cook this morning.” He stilled a moment, his eyes narrow-
ing. “Now stately or dignified— I suppose I could give the swell that. 
But handsome? I’m afraid that’s doing it a bit too brown. Granted, I’m 
not a young scullery maid.”

“And a good thing too. With your pitiful work ethic we’d all 
starve.” I smiled. “And that is not what I was going to say in regard to 
Lt. Burke.”

“Wasn’t it? And here I thought you one of those romantic sorts.” 
Daniel gave me a wry shrug. “Arnold and I caught a glimpse of him on 
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his way up the grand staircase. Good old Arnold seemed to find Lt. 
Burke terribly boorish the last time he was here, handsome or not.”

I laughed. “From what I experienced, I would have to agree.”
Daniel thrust his shoulders back and strutted across the kitchen 

floor as if marching into battle. “Did he prance around like this?”
“Lt. Burke sold out of the military not so long ago. Perhaps— ”
“So did my cousin, but he doesn’t swagger about like that. 

Reminded me of a deuced statue with legs.”
“A statue .  .  . with legs.” I touched the base of my neck. “Don’t 

statues generally have legs?” I threw up my hands and angled for the 
door. “Never mind. You’ve had your fun, and like I said, it’s past time 
we returned to work. We’ve a great deal to complete before supper.”

Despite his protestations, Daniel fell in step behind me, his voice 
a bit playful at my back. “You know, when I first heard that I’d man-
aged the good fortune of getting to train under one of the best artistic 
minds in Britain, I never imagined my days quite like this.”

“No?” I led us down Avonthorpe Hall’s back corridor before cast-
ing a hard look over my shoulder at my friend. “You do know you’re 
free to leave anytime.”

His steps faltered. “I didn’t mean . . . well, you know . . . confound 
it, that’s just what you’d want, isn’t it? All the attention from Miss 
Drake once again.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You know very well it was at my insistence 
that she even took you on in the first place.” I nudged his arm. “And 
keep in mind, Sir Galahad, I’ve never considered our positions with 
Miss Drake competitive.” I ticked my pointer finger between the two 
of us. “I daresay we both have a great deal to learn.”

“I suppose so.” He ran his hand down his face, then shot me a 
sideways glance. “Dashitall, Phoebe, it would be far easier to con-
cede to the wisdom of your words if you didn’t always remind me 
of an annoying elder sister. I swear it’s something about that groove 
between your eyebrows, and when you get that look in your eyes”— he 
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laughed— “Right there, that’s the one. If our mothers weren’t the best 
of friends and I’d be sure to hear about it, I might just box your ears.”

“Box my ears, indeed.” My hand found my hip. “If you can manage 
to stop acting like you just left the schoolroom, I might be able to find 
my way to treating you more as an equal.”

“The schoolroom!” He gripped the lapel of his jacket in a tight 
fist. “I’ll have you know I was eighteen last month— a far cry from the 
child you enjoyed commandeering in your youth.”

“Yes, but you will always be my junior by two years, and I dare-
say that gives me the right to impart a touch of wisdom from time 
to time.”

He stepped ahead of me to open the ballroom door, a pert little 
grin on his face. “Then I’m afraid I have little recourse than to bow to 
your superior intellect, Miss Radcliff.”

I stopped short. “Don’t you Miss Radcliff me. Not when one of the 
first words out of your mouth as a baby was Phoebe.”

He tipped his head back. “No, it wasn’t.”
My laugh hovered in the stagnant air as we crossed the ballroom’s 

massive dance floor and advanced to the work area, a newfound light-
ness to my steps. “Well, it may as well have been. Whenever my family 
visited yours, it was Phoebe this and Phoebe that, Phoebe look what 
I’ve made, Phoebe take me down the hill with you.” A pace ahead of 
Daniel, I reached the edge of the scaffolding and spun back. “You were 
always one step behind Juliana and me.”

He reached my side. “I was, wasn’t I? Pity you and your sister 
never stopped and allowed me to catch up.”

The sudden clip- clop of shoes drowned out any possibility of an 
answer as we both angled to face the far door. Miss Drake possessed a 
rather uneven gait, but her stride today was a quick one, filled uncom-
fortably with purpose.

Daniel had not been exaggerating about her foul mood. Her 
pale- green eyes looked pinched in the morning light, her face a bright 
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cherry red, her sagging arms thrusting back and forth on approach. 
“Oh, Phoebe. It is the absolute worst timing in the world.”

I cleared my throat, a quick glance at Daniel. “You mean your 
nephew? I just heard— ”

Her hands were wild in the air, her speech clipped. “I directed 
Arnold to show Graham to his room, of course. What other choice 
did I have? He barreled in this morning as if Avonthorpe were 
already his.”

Daniel shook his head. “If the lout’s as bad as all that, why don’t 
you just send him packing?”

Her eyes f lashed. “You’ve the tact of a gutter rat, Mr. Hill, and 
a great deal too much impertinence for a man your age. Don’t speak 
of things you know nothing about. Better yet, don’t speak at all.” She 
propped her arm against the wall as if she might swoon. “And he’s not 
come alone this time. No, that would be far too easy. He’s brought a 
friend as well. We’ll have no choice but to entertain now.”

The room fell still, the air thickening into questions in my throat. 
“Doesn’t he realize we are in the middle of repairs? That we have few 
servants in residence and we shall have no time for dinner parties and 
the like?”

“I don’t know what he thinks or why he’s here. All I know is the 
two of them shall be sorely in the way.”

I paused. “In the way? I seriously doubt— ”
Her focus landed on the lower trim work that Daniel had been 

working on, and I braced myself. She took a sharp breath. “I hope you 
don’t mean to quibble with me as Mr. Hill did earlier and call this 
monstrosity an acceptable effort.”

She turned like a dragon on Daniel. “This child has only been 
here a month and he’s already getting sloppy.” Her next word was a 
three- syllable enjoyment. “Dis- grace- ful.”

Daniel straightened. “I beg your— ”

WithinTheseGildedHalls_1P.indd   5WithinTheseGildedHalls_1P.indd   5 3/18/22   11:18 AM3/18/22   11:18 AM



abigail w ilson

6

“Pardon? As well you should. Even with poor eyesight I can ascer-
tain the inadequacies in your presentation.”

Though Daniel’s strokes were somewhat less refined, he was a 
beautiful, thought- provoking painter and deserved Miss Drake’s 
investment in his future as much as I did. I edged between them. 
“Please, Miss Drake, you mustn’t worry. I had already planned to go 
over this section a second time. I was simply allowing Daniel time to 
practice.”

Her eyes widened. “Well, he can just as well practice on some-
thing other than my ballroom walls.” Her fingers curled into fists 
as she stared at each completed section. “I told you from the start I 
expect your work to match perfectly the original distemper.” There 
was a strange shake to her voice. “No changes, regardless of how subtle 
you deem them, not in color or glue. Everything must appear as it did 
when I first inherited this room. No Drake has altered the slightest 
detail at Avonthorpe over the years, and I shan’t be the first to do 
so.” She thrust out her finger. “Do you understand me, boy? Not one 
single line or curve out of place.”

One look from me silenced Daniel again, and I took her arm. 
“We do, perfectly. And as I said from the beginning, you won’t be 
disappointed in my work. I would never have taken on this project if 
I wasn’t certain I could do just as you wish.”

She grimaced as she stared down, then lifted her gaze to rake 
it across the room. “I just wish I knew who this friend of my neph-
ew’s was.”

“You’ve never met the gentleman before?”
“Some new partner in that antiquities business of Graham’s. He’s 

got shifty eyes. A rogue if I ever saw one.”
Daniel laughed to himself. “Then that means you haven’t seen 

one . . . a rogue, I mean?”
The lines in her cheeks deepened as she turned back to me. “Why 

on earth did I allow you to talk me into bringing this insolent pup 
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into my house? In fact, I’ve a mind to ship him home to his father this 
afternoon.”

I pulled her close. “I’ve known Daniel Hill most of my life. He is 
not only a brilliant young artist who needs your expertise, but he will 
learn his place soon enough.”

A sheepish smile preceded Daniel’s rather dramatic shrug. “Allow 
me to apologize for my loose tongue, Miss Drake. Goodness knows, 
it’s got me in sticky situations before. Believe me when I tell you I 
consider myself fully chastised, and I have no intention of continuing 
on in such a way.”

Miss Drake leaned in closer. “Should I credit such poppycock?”
Footsteps resounded in the corridor, echoing off the ballroom’s 

gilded walls. Murmurs of conversation drifted through the open 
double doors and into the great space before two gentlemen crested 
the threshold and stood a moment to assess the room.

Miss Drake’s great- nephew, Lt. Graham Burke, looked much 
as I remembered him. An angular face— but as one of the scullery 
maids had so deftly pointed out, a handsome one not of the usual 
fare— a military man as Daniel had insinuated, broad shoulders and 
tight arms, which he’d covered masterfully with a slender jacket of 
the palest blue, no doubt cut and colored to match his haunting eyes. 
I found myself fielding a twinge of insecurities.

He sauntered across the wooden dance f loor, the sound of his 
boots resonating off the white columns and f loor- length windows. 
“Ah, there you are, Aunt Sally. I have another question to put to you.”

He came to a halt at the foot of the scaffolding we’d erected for 
the restoration, his attention f loating dangerously about the room. 
That is, until it landed on my face and everything about him stilled, 
driven by what I could only assume was a spark of memory.

Miss Drake ambled forward. “You remember my protégé, Miss 
Phoebe Radcliff.”

“A little, uh, it’s been some time, has it not?”
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My eyes widened at the hitch in his voice, and I found myself 
nodding in that insipid way I detested in other women. Of course, I’d 
been caught off guard. Strange that he sounded as uncomfortable as 
I was. Was something buried within such a hasty response? Irritation 
perhaps? Or worse, patent disinterest?

He took a step back and motioned to the wall. “It seems you’ve 
made some progress on the ballroom, though not as much as I would 
have thought.”

“Yes.” I had to clear an irksome lump from my throat. “The work 
we’ve undertaken is quite delicate. I daresay it will take some time to 
complete.”

“As I see.” He urged his companion from the doorway, where 
he’d been silently watching us, his shoulder propped against a nearby 
column. “My friend has been kind enough to accompany me to 
Avonthorpe to assist in my business affairs.” He waited for the gen-
tleman to reach the group, then raised his voice. “Mr. Montague, allow 
me to present Miss Phoebe Radcliff, my aunt’s art pupil, who has 
agreed to help her update the house.”

I gave the man a small curtsy. “Not the whole house, mind you, 
just the ballroom.”

Mr. Montague certainly possessed that polished town look, dark 
hair, not overly tall. I thought him a touch handsome as well, if a bit 
unremarkable at first. That is, until he tossed a grin my direction and 
bowed. Heavens. My stomach turned. No wonder Miss Drake was at 
sixes and sevens at the gentlemen’s arrival.

Rogue indeed. Mr. Montague.
I rolled his name around in my mind. Now why did the surname 

sound so familiar? Was he one of the Carlton House set? He was 
well known by the ton, that I was sure of. I pursed my lips, my focus 
drifting to Miss Drake’s nephew at his side. So how had the uptight, 
reserved, inconsequential Lt. Burke made such an advantageous 
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acquaintance, and what were the pair of them doing out here, miles 
from anywhere fashionable?

The thought burned my tongue, but did I have the nerve to ask? 
Apparently I did. “Business acquaintances? I understand Lt. Burke is 
an antiquarian. How did the two of you meet?”

Mr. Montague eyed me a moment. “In London, actually, quite by 
chance at a coffee house. It was a bit of a humorous situation, you see, 
Lt. Burke was— ”

“Enjoying a rather fine afternoon.” Lt. Burke cleared his throat. 
“Turns out Montague and I had interests in common.” A shrewd look 
passed between the gentlemen.

Lt. Burke turned immediately to address Miss Drake. “Which 
brings me to why I was searching for you in the first place. I have a 
carriage full of artifacts set to arrive this afternoon at Avonthorpe. 
Would it be convenient if I store them with the others at the old 
church? They won’t be there overly long. Mr. Montague plans to set 
up a meeting with your illustrious friend and neighbor, Mr. Haskett 
to arrange a possible sale.”

Miss Drake raised her eyebrows.
“I know. I was a little surprised myself that Mr. Haskett was will-

ing to do business with us considering the, uh, Drake reputation.” He 
waved off the thought. “Regardless, we hope to seal a deal in the next 
few weeks.”

“Weeks?” Miss Drake’s gaze danced from one corner of the room 
to the next. “You’ll be staying that long then?”

“Mr. Haskett has expressed an interest in a sarcophagus I acquired 
in Egypt, although I hope he might consider one or two other items.”

“Unlikely, as I’ve heard rumors the Hasketts are decidedly in the 
basket. In fact I’m surprised he’s considering purchasing any items 
at all.”

“I couldn’t say.” Lt. Burke rocked back on his heels. “He extended 
an offer for the two of us to stay with him at his estate; however, I 
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thought we might be more comfortable here.” He glared at the scaf-
folding. “We shan’t delay the renovations if that’s what worries you.”

“Not at all.” Miss Drake’s fingers raced along the lace trim at her 
waist, twisting and tugging the fragile fabric. “You may make use of 
the building at the old church, of course. It stands relatively empty 
besides the other antiquities you’ve stored there.”

“Thank you, Aunt.” A sideways glance at me. “You’ve been most 
accommodating.”

The gentlemen begged their leave at once and could not have 
taken more than a step from the door when Miss Drake grasped my 
hand, her other one flopping onto her bosom. “Why now, Phoebe? 
Why has he come at such a time?”

My brows drew in. “I cannot say. But he did promise to stay out 
of the way. Sounds like it’s only a bit of business that brought him all 
the way to the coast. Really, I cannot imagine the two of them shall 
be much trouble. At any rate, I’ll do my best to assist with any hosting 
that might be required. Daniel can help as well.”

Her breaths came short and rapid, her face a ghostly white. 
“Yes  .  .  . hosting. I’ll speak to Mr. Arnold at once. As butler, he’ll 
know what to do, how to manage this atrocity.” A fleeting glance at 
the trim work I’d been working on all morning. “How terribly, terribly 
unfortunate.”
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Tw o

i H a d just set tled my Hor se’s br idle on tHe wa ll of tHe 
harness room when a round of men’s voices broke the comfortable 
silence of the stables. My hand stilled, their tenor mixing with the 
sweet scent of hay and the glittering dust particles suspended in the air.

I’d not found any grooms present in the stables upon return from 
my afternoon ride, and at first I assumed the voices belonged to them, 
but all too quickly I realized I was mistaken.

“It’s not as simple as all that.”
It was Lt. Burke’s crisp timbre emanating from the adjoining 

coach house.
A curious prickle spanned the length of my spine, urging me 

forward, step by step, across the open courtyard and beneath the over-
hang of the connected shed. I halted just out of sight.

Of course, the sobering question of whether I should declare 
myself was buried all too quickly beneath a mountain of overwhelm-
ing interest. After all, Lt. Burke’s sudden arrival had affected Miss 
Drake in a most peculiar way, and I was determined to uncover the 
cause.

Lt. Burke went on. “Officially, no one knows what happened to it.”
“Not even King John’s advisers?”
The added voice sent my pulse racing, and I couldn’t help but 

peek around the corner a split second before jerking back into the 
shadows. I’d been right at the first. The other gentleman in the coach 
house was none other than Mr. Montague.
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A metallic jingle breached the door, obscuring some of Lt. Burke’s 
authoritative voice. “. . . and it was 1216, for goodness’ sake. King John 
had a cursed rebellion on his hands.”

King John . . . of course. I tipped my head back against the cold 
coach house wall as I connected their words. The lost treasure of 
Avonthorpe— I might have known. Did anyone speak of anything 
else around here?

“What I don’t understand is”— Mr. Montague sounded both 
incredulous and giddy— “Why old John thought it prudent to cross 
the boggy Fens in such a havey- cavey way? Only a fool would do such 
a thing.”

A small laugh from Lt. Burke. “Apparently he was.” Then a pause. 
“Granted, keep in mind he was ill at the time and in a rush to traverse 
the Wash. The whole carriage could have been caught up in the tidal 
area or the brooks.”

“Or the quicksand.”
“Possibly, but I daresay the landscape west of here looked quite 

different back then. Either way, the baggage carts were reported to 
have sunk into the silt, and the king died a few days later. The crown 
jewels were simply never recovered.” I could hear the touch of awe in 
Lt. Burke’s voice. “Which is where my rascal of an ancestor joins the 
story.”

“I was under the impression you didn’t believe he really found 
the jewels?”

“Our family’s legend made a wonderful bedtime story for a boy 
in leading strings or a juicy bit of gossip for the ladies of Crossridge, 
but no. I don’t buy into the salacious rumors that only seem to grow 
each year. Particularly when my great- aunt has been forced to sell off 
so much of the estate to make ends meet. If there were a treasure here, 
she certainly hasn’t found it.”

I edged another look around the doorframe just in time to see 
Mr. Montague rake his hand through his hair, a perceptive smile on 
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his face. “But, if your ancestor did indeed recover the lot from the bog 
and hide it for safekeeping? That treasure, my friend, would be worth 
a fortune that rivals the Prince Regent’s.”

“Which is why every Drake that has entered this house for the 
past hundred years has wasted every second of his paltry life looking 
for it. Fools, all of them, just like King John. Mark my words, when 
my turn at the helm comes, I’d don’t expect to throw away my time 
in such a fashion.”

“You never have spoken like a Drake, have you? Not in the months 
I’ve known you— too practical for that, too Burke I’d say.”

“True. Us lowly Burkes have never sought notoriety— military 
men, hardworking people, nothing of your class, I’m afraid.” He 
propped his arm on the edge of the carriage. “If only my grand-
father were still alive. He’d have thought it quite ironic that I’m to 
inherit Avonthorpe, considering my grandmother’s family all but 
disowned us.”

“It is strange how things turn out sometimes.”
“Indeed. Who would have guessed that Aunt Sally would not 

marry or mother a child, and this grand structure would somehow 
fall into my undeserving hands.”

Mr. Montague lowered his voice. “Inheritance is not always fair 
or just.”

“True, but not for you, as you rightly stand to inherit Whitefall.”
“Yes  .  .  . Whitefall  .  .  .” Mr. Montague cast a glance about the 

room as if nervous. “Enough about me. I’d rather talk about some-
thing more pleasant. Tell me about this Miss Radcliff of yours while 
we wait for Arnold and the others.”

My muscles froze at the mention of my name.
“Let me be perfectly clear. She is not my Miss Radcliff.” A beat 

of silence. “I only met her briefly a year ago. I don’t even know all that 
much about her. What is it that has piqued your interest?”

I bit my lip, my chest burning. Yes, what indeed?
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“Everything. Nothing.” Mr. Montague chuckled. “I’m not entirely 
certain. I suppose I just wasn’t expecting to find such a vibrant young 
lady in residence here. Interesting that you didn’t mention her even 
once during our many discussions regarding our stay at Avonthorpe.”

“I didn’t think it relevant information.”
Mr. Montague coughed out a laugh. “Beautiful ladies will always 

be relevant to me, Graham. And don’t you forget it.”
“Beautiful, huh? Something tells me you’ve been sequestered in 

the country for far too long if you mean to jump at the first passable 
lady to cross your path, particularly one with what I can only guess 
must by a paltry dowry since she’s been reduced to studying here with 
my aunt.”

My mouth fell open. Paltry dowry! How little he knew of my 
situation or his remarkable aunt. The sudden seizure that had gripped 
my heart vanished all too quickly as it pounded its way to back to life. 
Passable!

Lt. Burke wasn’t through, however. “You better take care, 
Montague, I will admit Miss Radcliff is somewhat intriguing, but not 
any more attractive than hundreds of other well- bred females with a 
little ingenuity and slight talent. Keep in mind, you’ll need more than 
that and a sizable fortune to satisfy your father. Besides, you told me 
you’d sworn off women after . . . what was that chit’s name?”

Mr. Montague’s voice fell f lat. “Mrs. Amelia Pembroke.”
I stif led a gasp as I dared another look around the doorway. 

Amelia Pembroke? My elder brother’s wife? That where I’d heard Mr. 
Montague’s name. He’d been one of her suitors.

Mr. Montague turned rather suddenly, his gaze sweeping my side 
of the room. I jerked away, my pulse shooting up my neck, but it was 
too late. I’d been seen.

The coaching house and accompanying courtyard fell sickly silent 
until all I could perceive was the cursed thump in my chest. That is, 
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until the footsteps began again, an achingly slow approach of a man 
on a hunt.

Escape would be impossible now. I had but a second or two to 
smooth out my skirt, my hands a bit shaky. I had every right to be in 
the stables. There was no way to know I’d been listening to a private 
conversation.

One last check that my coiffure held and I meandered into the 
open doorway, hoping I’d appear as I’d just arrived. “Good afternoon, 
gentlemen. I thought I heard voices.”

They both stopped cold, Lt. Burke bridling stiff as a poker, his 
shoulders thrust back like a general. As well he should. Discussing me 
indeed. I returned a cold stare.

He in turn cast a shrewd glance at the door. “Miss Radcliff, good 
afternoon.”

I swallowed my indignation and stepped forward. “I’ve just 
returned from a rather pleasant ride. I was situating my harness just 
now when I heard the two of you.”

It took several seconds for Lt. Burke’s mouth to close and his eyes 
to narrow. “Interesting that we didn’t hear anyone ride in. A harness, 
you say?”

A twinge of guilt threatened my cheeks, but I fought it back. Lt. 
Burke deserved every bit of awkwardness I could muster. “I arrived and 
saw to my horse, which I tend to do from time to time, and then . . . 
Well, I am glad my presence in the stables didn’t disturb the two of 
you. I would be the last person to wish to get in the way of your . . . 
uh . . . business affairs.”

The merest bend of Lt. Burke’s eyebrow. “I’m sure you would. As 
it is, Montague and I are waiting for Arnold. As I intimated earlier, my 
Egyptian antiquities need to be removed from this carriage and taken 
to the church for temporary storage and safekeeping.” He tapped his 
riding crop against his leg, a question playing with his lips. “Tell me, 
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Miss Radcliff, do you normally see to your own horses? My aunt has 
grooms, does she not?”

“Don’t be absurd. Certainly she does.”
“Yet . . . ?”
“Egads.” Mr. Montague took my hand. “Leave the lady be, 

Graham.” A smile for me. “Allow me to apologize. My friend here 
can be a cursed boor at times.”

A sideways glance at Lt. Burke. “So I’ve witnessed.”
“These pettish business affairs always put him in a vulgar mood. 

The artifacts, you see, they are . . . well, like his own children in a way.”
Lt. Burke’s jaw f lexed. “I wouldn’t go that far, but I’ve spent a 

great deal of time recovering and restoring these pieces. They’re 
irreplaceable.”

Mr. Montague squeezed my fingers. “You see, the footmen who 
met us earlier saw fit to drop the first crate they picked up.” A lift of 
his eyebrows. “To everyone’s mutual satisfaction they’ve gone off for 
Arnold.”

My muscles relaxed as I caught a glimpse of the broken crate at 
the rear of the coach. “I see what you mean and can perfectly under-
stand your anger, Lt. Burke. I would feel the same about my artwork.”

I idled over to the open crate. “I do hope nothing’s ruined.” Then 
leaned closer. “I have to admit, I’m a bit intrigued as to what you’ve 
brought with you. I’ve never actually seen an Egyptian antiquity 
before. Would it be much trouble to show me a sample of something 
you mean to sell?”

Lt. Burke’s face softened, a touch of youthful enthusiasm mod-
erating his movements as he drew up beside me and reached gingerly 
into the crate. A thrust of hay here and rustle there and he secured a 
palm- sized wrapped package. Carefully, he unfolded what looked to 
be to be a small, bluish stone.

He skimmed his fingertips across his jawline with his free hand 
before awkwardly extending the item for me to inspect. “This here is 
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a scarab likeness, a beetle, which, as you can see, an Egyptian artist 
designed into an amulet.”

Everything about Lt. Burke quietened as if in anticipation, then he 
gave a light shrug. “I believe this particular one might have been used 
for marriage jewelry or something of great significance. It probably 
dates somewhere within the early years of the middle kingdom.”

“May I?”
He was slow to nod but did so with a wan smile.
I carefully took the amulet into my hands, the smooth blue surface 

of the hard clay shimmering in the bright spring light of the window. 
It was in impeccable shape, the ancient artist’s work still perfectly 
intact— tiny carved legs, intricate patterns on the scarab’s back, so 
many delicately grooved indentations.

“It’s beautiful.” I glanced back at the cart. “Then you mean to sell 
everything you recovered? To Miss Drake’s neighbor?”

Lt. Burke ran his hand through his hair, weaving slightly. “I’ve 
arranged to sell one very fine piece to the gentleman. A sarcophagus 
as I said earlier. It’s in that large crate there.”

“A sarcophagus?”
“A stone coffin.” He cracked the lid for me to peer in through the 

edge. “This particular one is small, probably once used for a child. 
It’s fairly simple with few carved decorations, but historically signifi-
cant. Thankfully Montague’s come to barter for a good price.” A deep 
breath and he released the lid. “He means to secure me what I need. 
The rest, well . . .” He looked almost sheepishly at the adjoining crate. 
“It’s complicated. I— ”

Something creaked behind us near the door and we turned to see 
Mr. Arnold waltz into the coaching house with a footman behind him. 
He had a tight look of concern about his face. “What’s all this now?”

Lt. Burke’s prior anger bubbled to the surface, his pointed mili-
tary manner returning in full force. “As you see before you.” He closed 
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his eyes a second and measured his tone. “These artifacts need to be 
transferred to the church with great care. No more accidents.”

Arnold bent his lanky frame over the broken crate, his slender 
nose wrinkling at the top. “Nothing destroyed I hope.”

Lt. Burke spoke between his teeth. “Not that I am aware of. 
However, I’ll need to catalog everything over the next few days to 
be sure.”

“The church, you say?” Phillips here will see your crates safely to 
where you mean to store them.” Arnold then spun to me. “As for you, 
Miss Radcliff, Miss Drake has been asking for you.”

“Has she?”
“Something about the ballroom trim, I understand.” A gentle 

smile. “You’re the only one she will allow to touch it at this point.”
“Don’t tell me Daniel has been at it again?”
“I couldn’t say.” He extended his arm and I smiled.
Mr. Arnold had been the heartbeat of the house since I came to 

Avonthorpe, steady, calming, driven. As far as any butler could, he’d 
handled me quite kindly with kid gloves since the moment I arrived, 
assisting me through those lonely days when I needed it.

I fell in step beside him, relishing the comfortable escape he pre-
sented. And as we made our way from the coaching house, the shuffle 
of crates christened our exit. I couldn’t help but take a quick glance 
back. Lt. Burke had been somewhat cryptic regarding his antiqui-
ties .  .  . and protective. What on earth had he meant to say? What 
did he have planned for the lot of them if they weren’t all to be sold? 
The merest shiver wriggled across my shoulder and I edged in closer 
to Arnold. More importantly, what exactly would complicate such an 
arrangement?

WithinTheseGildedHalls_1P.indd   18WithinTheseGildedHalls_1P.indd   18 3/18/22   11:18 AM3/18/22   11:18 AM



19

T h r e e

ov er tHe cour se of my sHort lifetime, i’d lea r ned one 
unfortunate truth about many of the grand estates: each housed at 
least one nonsensical relative the family was unsure how to handle.

Mr. Fagean and his wife were Avonthorpe’s.
Peculiar, easygoing, and some would say an asset to Miss Drake’s 

famous parties, Avonthorpe’s misfits had been a fixture on the estate 
for as long as I’d been there. I’d never, however, been able to fully 
understand their connection to Miss Drake. Fobbed off every time 
I dug into the particulars, I was left with the impression Mr. Fagean 
was some sort of distant cousin.

Daniel, upon his arrival, had labeled the pair nothing more than 
loafers and worked to avoid them at all costs. My curiosity, though, 
had already grown too great. I decided one way or another to learn 
what I could about the Fageans and why they saw fit to remain at 
Avonthorpe.

My investigations thus far had proved a conundrum. One minute 
I’d find the couple demanding the attention of valued guests, then the 
next, irritated to be thus situated, darting in and out of the house at 
all hours, absent for months at a time. Not to mention the outlandish 
behavior that generally accompanied such sudden trips.

Yes, I had many questions where the Fageans were concerned, yet 
with Mr. Fagean’s judicious attention to Miss Drake, which bordered 
on the ridiculous at times, my instructor seemed to have been taken in 
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as easily as any lonely, older woman in her situation would be. Thus, I 
found no cause to disparage Mr. Fagean or his clingy wife.

I want to say it was only a touch of morbid curiosity that drove 
me that evening to observe Lt. Burke’s reaction when introduced to 
the pair before supper, but I couldn’t help but relish the level of his 
discomfiture— the tightened muscles in his jaw, the bend to his brow. 
He didn’t savor their presence in the house any more than I did. In 
fact, he intimated as much to me later in the evening.

The gentlemen had just entered the drawing room following their 
port, and Lt. Burke delayed me beside the pianoforte with a small 
smile and a motion with his chin. “I can’t say I was expecting all that.”

I slanted a glance at the two popinjays on the sofa. “You mean 
the Fageans?”

The rigidity of Lt. Burke’s posture felt strangely at odds with the 
teasing tone of his voice. “Who else could I be referring to?”

I bit back a smile. “Who else indeed.”
We observed the busy room a moment in silence as Mr. Fagean 

dramatically knelt at Miss Drake’s side and offered her a drink. His 
tasseled boot caught a f licker of candlelight as his bright yellow jacket 
remained the focal point of the room.

A partner in my observations, Lt. Burke slid in a bit closer, his 
attention still across the carpet. “Have they been in residence long? 
They weren’t here when I last visited.”

His arm was warm at my side and I was a bit startled by the near-
ness of it, particularly after all he’d said in the stables. “As long as I’ve 
been studying here. Granted, I’ve only been here two years.”

“My aunt has written little to me about the pair of them, although 
I am aware that Mr. Fagean assists her with the estate from time 
to time.”

“I’m told he acts like a land agent here.”
He drew his lips together. “Something like that.”
A second of thoughtful silence settled between us before a rueful 
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look crossed his face. He edged to the side, a newfound restlessness 
to his movements, then plunged his hand into his jacket pocket. “I, 
uh, had hoped I might manage a moment alone with you this evening. 
I . . . well, I brought this to show you.”

“Oh?”
A nervous smile lifted his tight expression. “Mr. Montague 

and I spent the whole of the afternoon unloading all the crates, and 
I happened to come across another scarab I thought you might be 
interested in.” A hopeful pause. “You did seem fascinated earlier. I . . .” 
Slowly he extended his fist and passed the small object into my own.

“Another beetle?” Beautiful in design, blue like the first I’d seen, 
but a little bigger. I took it to a nearby candelabra to get a better view.

Lt. Burke followed me, his eyes never leaving my face. “This one 
here is glazed steatite, but the most interesting part is on the under-
side. Turn it over.”

I did as instructed, surprised to see rows of etchings separated 
by straight lines, which covered the whole of one side of the scarab.

He moved in quite close. “They’re hieroglyphics. My friend 
Thomas Young is doing some vastly interesting work on understand-
ing the ancient script. He’s identified several of the phonetic signs in 
demotic. He’s a master with patterns and such.”

My gaze shot up. There was a rather likable undertone to Lt. 
Burke’s voice when he chose to be civil, one I’d not quite heard from 
him before.

He gestured to the amulet. “This particular scarab is known as 
a seal.”

I ran my finger over the symbols. “What do the signs represent? 
Do you know what it says?”

“We’re not entirely certain, but I do hope we find out one day. If 
I was to guess— from my own experience, mind you— these scarabs 
are usually thought to be a good omen. Perhaps that’s what’s written 
on them.”
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A quick smile and I pushed the amulet back into his hands, feign-
ing mocked concern. “Or it’s a curse.”

He chuckled. “Hardly. The scarab was an incredibly important 
symbol in Egypt. It was connected with the god Khepri, whom the 
Egyptians believed to be responsible for rolling the disk of the morn-
ing sun over the eastern horizon at daybreak.”

I glanced down at his hand. “That’s rather poetic in a way . . . and 
I daresay you’re right, likely not a curse.”

“Scarabs were slid into the bandages of mummies, as they repre-
sented the heart of the dead.”

“Their heart? A beetle?”
“It does sound a bit odd to us today, but the Egyptians had a very 

different culture. The heart, however”— he gave me a small smile— “I 
daresay, the symbol of love is universal.” A deep quiet crept into his 
eyes as he looked down at the artifact.

I too had fallen under its spell. “Thank you, Lt. Burke, for bring-
ing the amulet to show me. It is a beautiful piece of artwork, really 
lovely.”

He deposited the scarab back into his jacket pocket and looked 
up. “You’ve an artistic project of your own at present.” He hesitated 
a moment, then glanced away. “I’ve been doing a bit of thinking this 
afternoon and though I caught a brief look at the ballroom earlier, I 
would like to see exactly what you and my aunt have been occupied 
with these past few months. I’d like an explanation of what all you 
have planned. Would you mind showing it to me?”

“Now? The ballroom?”
He turned his open hands upward. “Why not?”
The scarab, no doubt, had been brought in as a peace offering to 

put me in the right mood. I swallowed hard. Goodness, the wretch 
had probably planned to quiz me about the project from the begin-
ning, possibly even challenge my position in the house. Well, I had 
nothing to hide.
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I motioned to the drawing room door. “If you’ll follow me.”
I paused to secure a candle as well as my companion, Miss Chant, 

for the impromptu excursion. Lt. Burke might think nothing of wan-
dering Avonthorpe Hall late at night alone with a female, but my 
father, Lord Torrington, would certainly think otherwise. He’d hired 
Miss Chant to watch over me as a sort of chaperone while I studied 
with Miss Drake.

Miss Chant had been quite strict at first, hovering over me like 
a cursed governess, much to my irritation. But as the months passed, 
we’d come to regard each other more as friends than anything else. 
On a whole, I’d gained her trust and she gave me the space I craved.

Today was no different as she settled into a comfortable distance 
behind Lt. Burke and me, glancing up at us beneath those hooded 
brows from time to time, clasping the bag of needlepoint she’d brought 
with her just in case things took longer than expected, which I had no 
intention of allowing.

Our destination was not all that far from the drawing room, yet 
everything at Avonthorpe had been designed in an ostentatious way 
to encourage an admiring pace— an excess of Greek styled columns, 
hall after hall of painted ceilings, and then the lustrous ballroom, the 
true epicenter of the house— a gilded wonderland.

To call the room large would most certainly be an understate-
ment— it was exquisite. Tapestries hung from one massive wall with 
floor- length windows lining the two adjacent to it, each trimmed with 
crimson draperies and golden accents. The immense circular gallery 
that housed the musicians at balls jutted from the far end of the room 
as chandelier after chandelier dripped beautifully from the painted 
ceiling.

An artist’s dream.
However, with nothing but a sliver of moonlight, the three of us 

could see little beyond the solitary candlelight in my hand. And much 
to my annoyance, I was forced to take Lt. Burke up the makeshift 
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scaffolding where Daniel and I had been working so he could assess 
the frieze.

The wooden structure complained as Lt. Burke leaned against 
the railing, his arms neatly folded across his chest. “My aunt has been 
quite coy about these renovations. I’ve been wondering what drove 
her to the decision to renovate the ballroom in the first place, as I was 
under the impression money is tight at present.”

So that’s why he’d brought me in here without his aunt. Did he 
think I meant to f leece her? “You needn’t worry, Lt. Burke. I con-
sider this project a part of my tutelage. I require no compensation for 
my time.”

He eyed the trim. “But you do consider yourself qualified to 
complete well  .  .  . all of it?” His voice fell f lat. “I mean, since you’re 
only a student.”

My chest constricted. “Of course I do. And remember, we’re not 
touching the ceiling.”

He turned to face the faint lines and faded designs sprawling the 
length of the curved dome and he lifted the candle. “I didn’t even 
realize there was so much detail throughout this room. I can see why 
you’ve decided to leave that be.”

I couldn’t hide the flame to my tone. “I— ”
He held up his hand. “As far as I can tell you do excellent work.” 

Then his gaze snagged on the section Daniel had completed rather 
poorly earlier in the day. “I just hope my aunt is aware that I stand 
ready to assist her with any funds required.”

“You mean you’re giving me the opportunity to step aside?”
An elusive grin. “That is not what I implied.”
“Isn’t it? I daresay you know of several gentlemen painters in 

London who could take over this work and do a phenomenal job with 
the space.”

“Of course I do, but I’ve suggested no such thing.”
I gritted my teeth. “Then what exactly are you suggesting, sir?”
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“Honesty . . . nothing more.”
My jaw fell slack. “And?”
He folded his arms at his chest, his eyes on the trim work. “Tell 

me . . . why did my aunt encourage you to take this on? Nothing in this 
house has been touched in years. In fact, I was under the impression 
it has something to do with the entail.”

My gaze went distant. “You’ll have to ask your aunt about that. I 
can only speak to the fact that she instructed me to ensure the walls 
will look and feel exactly as when they were first painted. She indi-
cated that she was tired of the dingy look to it all. We both know she 
finds great enjoyment in hosting parties. Once, she informed me I was 
to ensure that her guests would be able to see every last detail of the 
frieze from the center of the ballroom, as they could a hundred years 
ago. The ceiling, however, will stay just as it is. Restoring that will 
take far more expertise.”

He narrowed his eyes. “And how exactly are you restoring 
the trim?”

“I’m simply repainting it. As instructed by your aunt, mind you, I 
use a traditional recipe of chalk and pigment mixed with water, bound 
together with animal glue to distemper the plaster. The entire project 
has been quite straightforward up until this point.” I lifted the candle. 
“However, this work here is taking a great deal longer than expected. 
It is extremely delicate. I should never have allowed Daniel to practice 
on it.”

Lt. Burke leaned in close to where I’d left off. “I can see why.”
“Your aunt is quite fond of this room. She demands perfection 

at every step. I daresay she would do the whole project herself if her 
eyesight were better.”

He chuckled. “I’m sure she would.”
A voice boomed from below. “She would what?”
The two of us jerked around to see Miss Drake crouching beside 
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Miss Chant near the door. I sidestepped him to the railing. “I was just 
showing your nephew our project.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Hmm.”
Lt. Burke assisted me down the scaffold stairwell. “It is quite an 

ambitious project, Aunt.”
“Yes, well . . .” Her voice was gruff. “All that’s left is the far wall, 

and we shall finally see the room as Josiah Drake designed it.” She 
took my hand into hers as I approached. “Mrs. Fagean is demanding 
your return. She’s found a few more tapestries for that wretched driz-
zling of hers. I daresay she intends to tell you all about them.”

I huffed out a sigh. “I’m sure she does.”
Lt. Burke took his aunt’s arm as her escort, and I fell back to 

accompany Miss Chant.
The two of us allowed a comfortable space to form before she 

whispered into my ear. “Lt. Burke is still rather affecting, is he not?”
“Shh.” I squeezed her arm tight. Whatever schoolgirl notions 

Miss Chant had in regard to finding a husband for me in every gen-
tleman we came across would not be tolerated. Not in regard to Lt. 
Burke anyway, not after what he’d said in the stables. He had no 
interest where I was concerned. Besides, even a romantic soul like her 
would understand what a poor match the two of us would make— he 
with his excessive formality and me with my artistic nature. Besides, 
I had every intention of setting my own establishment— alone.

Miss Drake dragged Lt. Burke to a halt. “Is that it?”
She pointed into the alcove, where her favorite Sevres vase was 

displayed on a delicate rococo table.
Lt. Burke cast a quick glance at me then spoke with authority. 

“What do you think of it, Aunt?”
She handled the vase, examining it one way then the next, before 

edging it closer to the candlelight. “I suppose it will do.”
My eyes were wide as I drew up at her side, finally processing the 

scene before me. “Do you mean this vase is— ?”
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“A fake. It is now.” She scrunched up her lips, regret on her voice. 
“Graham has taken the original into his possession and plans to sell 
it so we can live for the next few months.”

My heart sank. “Sell it?”
No wonder Lt. Burke had questioned me about the renovations. 

Was Miss Drake’s situation as bad as all that? Had she been in fact 
reduced to selling off pieces of his inheritance?

Lt. Burke arranged the false vase back on the table. “I will say, as 
unfortunate as our situation is, I thought my man did an excellent job. 
Few could distinguish this one from the original.”

She urged us to a slow walk. “I will need the money in my hands 
as soon as it can be arranged. The stonework behind the old chapel is 
in serious need of repair.” She sighed. “I’ve put that off long enough. 
Mr. Fagean twisted his ankle there a few weeks back.”

Of course Mr. Fagean would somehow be involved with the sell-
ing of the vase. I glanced ahead of me to the drawing room door. I 
knew Miss Drake’s finances were tight, but destitute? How could 
I have been so completely unaware of the situation? I narrowed my 
eyes. Moreover, what else was going on at Avonthorpe Hall I was 
unaware of?
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