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The Lady Takes it All

	Unexpected Heirs of Scotland series

	In Regency Scotland, an explorer, a professor and a dispossessed lady find themselves the beneficiaries of unexpected inheritances taking them from gentry to noble or gaining wealth almost overnight. Everything they know in life won’t help them as they enter Edinburgh’s, and Scotland’s, highest levels of society and industry and must find their way in their new positions. If only there was someone who could help them.…

	Joshua Robertson made his name with the amazing discovery of a buried Roman town. Now rumors of thievery and innuendo of scandals and worse about the discovery and those involved have threatened both his reputation and his work. Inheriting a minor but respected title has given him a certain amount of protect for no man would insult his honor now by raising questions about the past.  But a woman might. And does. 

	Arabella MacGibbon watched her father’s decline and death because he was shamed and shunned as an impostor and thief. Embittered and certain that the now-Viscount of Dunalastair cheated her father and caused to his death, Arabella is determined to find proof and unmask him. Needing to get close to the man to discover his secrets, she takes advantage of an opportunity, disguises her identity and gets hired as his housekeeper. It’s the perfect way to succeed in her plan.

	But what happens if the truth is inconvenient at best and dangerous at worst? Can her plan succeed if Arabella discovers there’s so much more to the man and the myth than she dreamt possible? 
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Prologue

	Batna Province

	Algeria

	December 1799

	Finally.

	They’d travelled from the last small town, across rolling lands that skirted the verdant grasslands and entered the beginning of the great desert. The winds dried now as they journeyed farther and farther from the humid coast and the heat intensified with each mile crossed. The group had passed into a valley, following the river, and they climbed as the landscape filled with hills.

	As leader of this motley group of travelers—some visitors to this country, some natives, some representing the Bey and some he knew not at all, Joshua Robertson led the way to the crest of the nearest hill and caught sight of the first artifact. To the untrained eye, a piece of stone exposed by the shifting desert sands was just that. But to an explorer familiar with both what the area should look like and what the potential explanations were, the possibilities were… exciting.

	He stumbled down the other side of the uneven mound, rushing forward even as he knew he should walk calmly. Fighting the urge to run and filling with a sense of calm detachment that surprised him, he proceeded in a slow, orderly fashion towards what was the discovery of a lifetime—a long-buried Roman city.

	The rapid and hard beating of his heart echoed in his ears until he could hear nothing else. He could not draw a deep breath into his lungs. The hat claimed by the winds in his haste to reach the bottom of the rise, rolled past him and he grabbed for it. And missed.

	When he reached the level ground, he strode to the nearest pale stone, part of a deteriorating column, and touched it to prove to himself it was indeed real. He ran to the next one and the next and the next until he could neither speak nor think with any certainty of reason.

	But how could he when faced with the accomplishment of a lifetime, one he’d dreamt of for… too long. One for which he’d borne more than two years of humiliation by the Bey of Algiers. One for which he’d bided his time like a loyal subject of His Majesty would, allowing other opportunities to pass him by while he waited. Joshua stood and simply stared from one piece of carved stone to the next, as he now realized that hundreds, nay, possibly thousands of pieces lay spread over the acres before him.

	Each one needing to be identified and exposed to view and appreciated by visitors. Each one revealing the history of the mighty Roman Empire’s presence here.

	 “Is it everything you’d hoped?”

	Startled by the voice of his companion, Joshua turned to face the Italian man he’d first met when assigned to serve the British government in Rome. Recommended by his cousin, the Viscount of Dunalastair, Luigi Balugani was, among other things, an artist, and his sketches would immortalize the sight before them. Tempted by this discovery to wipe the slate clean of the problems the man had created in Edinburgh, on their travels and in Rome, Joshua would withhold that decision until they could sort out the parameters and name of this long-buried town.

	“The rumors were not exaggerated,” he said as he tugged the scarf wrapped around his lower face and neck loose. Reaching over to reclaim his hat before the winds took it once more, Joshua glanced once more over the expanse before him. “I cannot believe we are the first to see it.”

	“The reports of it reappearing from under the desert sands have only just begun recently,” Luigi said. “And the Bey controls all foreigners on his land. While he kept you where he wanted you, he did the same with the others who’d sought his permission.”

	He studied Luigi’s olive-skinned face. Where Joshua’s pale Scottish complexion tended to burn, hence his attempts at covering up, Luigi’s darkened over their many days of travel beneath an unrelenting sun. Being mistaken as an inhabitant of this region had both opened many previously-closed doors and allowed the man liberties otherwise prohibited. It was those liberties that would be the cause of many problems.

	“Just so.”

	“We are permitted to stay here only four days before we must move on.”

	“And so much to see.”

	Plans of an orderly tour of the whole area then a closer examination of important parts formed in his thoughts, even as Luigi called out orders to the men who’d traveled with them. A camp must be set up. Supplies organized. Water brought from the river they’d crossed just before reaching the valley here. Luigi handled those matters on their travels.

	“I will meet you near that—” He stopped and stared, not believing his eyes. “Near that Roman archway.”

	The overwhelming feeling of awe and wonder did not leave him that day or any of the days spent there at the place where the Emperor Trajan had established a town and fort. On the morning of their second day, Joshua identified the arch as one in honor of the emperor himself. By the third day, carvings confirmed that this was indeed the lost Roman city called Thamugadi or Timgad in ancient sources.

	On the morning before they would be forced to leave by the Bey’s orders, Joshua came upon a site that could only be an amphitheater. His attempts at a professional, methodical approach to the ruins crumbled as did he—his legs gave out and he landed hard on the sand next to the keystone of the huge building. Still buried under the sands, it would take years to uncover the rest of it, but when faced with the proof of it, his sensibilities failed him and he could neither stand nor speak for some time.

	So many artifacts and buildings. So many acres of history untouched for centuries. So many treasures to be found, both personal ones giving names to the thousands who would have lived here and those that were evidence of the wealth and power in such a place as this. Spread out before him, and he knew he would never see the completion of such an extensive project.

	As the sun rose on that fourth and final day, Joshua Robertson prepared to return to Algiers before leaving for home. There might be other journeys, other searches for lost history, but his discovery here must be revealed first and confirmed.

	It would be an auspicious beginning to a reputation as not only a minor Scottish diplomat, but also as a scholar, an adventurer and discoverer, and as a man of travel and history. It would gain him entry into the highest levels of academia and even society. He would speak at the respected organizations and academies, and even the Society for the Preservation of Historical Antiquities in Edinburgh would be open to him now.

	His future lay open before him—wide and sprawling and appealing.

	Sadly, his future did not turn out as he’d expected, but instead as he’d feared any endeavor connected to Balugani might. 


Chapter One

	Edinburgh, Scotland

	Spring, 1815

	The meeting was starting at half-past eleven sharp and Joshua knew he’d be late. Even picking up his pace would not help this morning, for the streets between his home near the University and the building where the Society met were filled with carts, carriages, riders on horses, cows and other creatures and those persons who lived and worked in the area.

	There was only one word that could clearly describe the situation—chaos. Whether the recent storms that turned some intersections into small ponds and others into muddy puddles were to blame, he knew not. All he did know was that he would never reach the headquarters on Cowgate off Parliament Square in time.

	His stomach burned at the thought of making a late entrance into the meeting. Although he was a member in good standing of the Society, the whispered insults and sly glances spoke the truth—he was not welcome there. Even the title that had surprisingly come his way had not changed the disdain with which he was treated. With his thoughts elsewhere, he tripped on a crack and bumped into someone on the sidewalk.

	“Pardon,” he said as he touched the edge of his hat and shifted one pace over to move around the person. Only then, as they passed by, did the realization that he’d felt soft curves and a feminine shape against him strike.

	Joshua stopped and turned to apologize but the woman, with brown hair covered by a hat with a very distinctive feather at the back of it, continued on down along the street away from him without a backward glance. For a few long moments, he watched the sway of that feather as it rocked from side to side with her every step. Only when another passerby jostled him again did he realize he’d been standing and staring down the street after the woman.

	And he’d be later to the Society meeting than even he’d expected. More stares. More surreptitious whispers. Damn it! Turning back, Joshua rushed through the crowded streets and slowed only as he climbed the stairs to the door of the Society’s building on Cowgate. Slipping in through that back door rather than the main entrance, he wanted to melt into the members in attendance unnoticed. When a familiar voice called his name, he lost all hope of that.

	“Dunalastair,” the man called again. Joshua watched as those in the corridor connected that name with him and then looked away just as quickly and directly. “Dunalastair, I did not expect to see you here today.” Sometimes Jamie Hepburn could be an arse. But it was the times when he was the best of friends that kept Joshua from doing something drastic to him. Times like just now.

	“Hepburn,” he said, lifting his hat and handing it to one of the footmen standing nearby. He kept his walking stick in hand. “Has the lecture begun?”

	“Nay, the meeting continued longer than planned and the speaker is delayed.”

	“Why are you not in there?” Joshua walked along the wainscot paneled corridor towards the large and currently boisterous chamber at the end of it. From the sound of the raised voices, the usual business considered at a meeting had given way to some other issue. He paused as Hepburn opened the door and the raucous yelling and laughter spilled out into the hallway.

	“Now you see?” Jamie said. Shaking his head only served to send his unkempt long hair swirling over his eyes and back again. In all the years Joshua had known his friend, his appearance tended to be on the messy side of things. “I cannot abide it when they lose control in these… these trivial matters and pay no heed to the important ones!”

	Which meant the hunt for and discovery of old books for Jamie. The man could never pass an antiquary bookstore or museum or library collection without losing hours within them. Watching the grimace pull his friend’s face taut as more yelling emanated from within the main chamber, Joshua shrugged.

	“Tempers run high and loose when everyone has their own interests and wants them to be of the highest priority to the Society,” he said. “Are you going in?”

	“Aye,” Jamie said on a sigh. “I was but waiting for your arrival.”

	“Come then,” he said.

	With a nod of his head to the doorway, Joshua stepped closer and then pushed into the large, historic room. With its dark wooden paneling, heavy carved, pulpit-like lectern and individual seats that resembled desks, the main meeting room of the Society for the Preservation of Historical Antiquities was in equal measures a church for believers, a school for education on ancient artifacts and places, and a gathering place of unruly men. But for a bar to serve ale and spirits, it could have been a pub, too.

	As was his practice, he headed towards the back of the room and sought out two seats together. Unless.…

	“Is MacDonald coming today?” he asked over his shoulder.

	“Nay. He has some other appointment or matter demanding his attention.”

	The sarcasm was so strong in his friend’s tone that Joshua winced against it. The only matter demanding Alexander MacDonald’s time or attention was the young woman, formerly an opera singer and lately his wealthy friend’s “companion.” Of the three of them, Alex was most comfortably situated here in Edinburgh—with a title, another coming upon his father’s passing and so much wealth it bordered on obscene.

	Joshua saw two empty places in the far side of the rows and led Jamie towards them. That the men before him stepped away, both making a clear space and avoiding any close contact with him, still stung. They were all self-righteous, pretentious twits, but it never ceased to hurt his conscience and his self-regard. How long would it take before their pettiness stopped or would no longer bother him if it continued?

	“Come now, I see others eyeing up our seats,” Jamie said before Joshua even realized he’d slowed down nigh to a stop, staring at nothing as he did. “I would rather not stand for this.”

	Joshua wanted to thank his perceptive friend, but did not wish to continue considering the matter or it would lead to anger he could not control. And that, he did not wish to allow them all to see. He would rather be thought of as a man who was not smart enough to understand the cuts given him than the one he was—a man with much to hide about his past. A man unwilling to expose the truth he knew. Moving along, he allowed Jamie to pass him to the more inside seat and he took his place in the one on the aisle.

	With no one behind him, he could view the proceedings and not worry about someone getting too close without him noticing. It had been just over four years since the last attack, but he would never stop watching. Another legacy of the Timgad discovery. Those who should have believed him had not, and those who did believe him wanted something. Something he did not have because it did not exist.

	With calls from the presiding member to pay heed, the audience quieted and the speaker, a historian and amateur archeologist from the southwest of the country, began explaining the methods he’d used in his discovery on the Duke of Argyll’s lands. Joshua would speak to the man later, but for now, he let the man’s enthusiasm break through his own growing disenchantment.

	At some turn of phrase, Joshua thought he saw himself in the speaker’s description of the moment of discovery. Had anything been more glorious than that moment of vindication and success for the speaker, or, indeed, for himself? If only that moment could have been preserved much as the exposed relics had been. Collected, protected, displayed under glass to keep them from decay and tarnish.

	“I can almost hear your melancholy thoughts, Joshua,” Jamie whispered as the speaker finished his remarks. “I do not ken why you even attend these gatherings when all they do is—”

	“Inform. Educate. Enlighten. That is what they do, my friend.” Joshua stood and faced his friend. “There is always a need to report discoveries and study them.”

	Jamie studied him with a narrowed gaze for a few long moments. “But at what cost, Josh?” The shortened version of his name made him smile. It reminded him of exactly how long ago he and Jamie became friends. And what epic adventures of their own they’d had, as lads then young men and even more recently. Lifting his walking stick, Josh tapped his friend’s lapel with the handle of it.

	“The costs have been paid, Jamie. Worry not.” A soft huffing sound was Jamie’s only reply, but it was filled with disbelief and frustration. Sentiments that he’d often experienced. Turning his topic as he stepped from the row into the aisle, Joshua tapped his stick on the floor. “What are your plans this day?”

	As he asked his friend, Joshua remembered his own schedule. Glancing at his pocket watch, he realized that, for the second time this day, he would be late. By the time they escaped the crowded chamber, reclaimed their hats, and made their way out to the street, Jamie had declined any invitations to accompany him on Joshua’s next task.

	Apparently, interviewing a prospective housekeeper was more than his friend could do, even on being reminded of their friendship. The two parted ways and, eschewing a hack, Joshua made his way home on foot. The traffic had eased, strengthening his suspicion that an accident or some such occurrence nearby had caused the earlier congestion. He reached his house, a townhouse on a respectable block near to the university, and approached slowly.

	He had experience in interviewing or choosing some servants and staff, though he relied on the opinion of the butler who oversaw the household. In the four years since inheriting his title, that butler had handled most matters of this kind as he had for Joshua’s late cousin. But a passing comment, overheard as he searched for a book in an out-of-the-way shelf in the dark corner of the library, gave him pause.

	The former housekeeper, another servant inherited from the last Viscount of Dunalastair, whispered a warning about Pottles to another one of the housemaids. Since he’d heard that and even without more information about the reason for the warning, he’d found himself less confident in his butler’s actions. Hence, his decision to be part of the process of hiring a new housekeeper.

	Joshua fought not to reach for the doorknob—another leftover vestige of his previous life—and, as he expected, the door opened as he approached. Graham, the older of the two footmen who served him, stepped back to allow him entrance.

	“My lord,” the young man said, with a referential nod of his head. “Pottles and the next candidate for the housekeeper’s position are in your study as you directed.”

	After handing off his hat and stick, Joshua walked down the hallway to the room he’d claimed as his. Formerly the viscount’s library, he found it made his tasks easier to have all his research books and maps and such at hand when he needed them. Pottles had objected to that in his humorless manner, but as “lord of the manor,” Joshua’s wishes were followed. He paused before the closed door, listening for conversation on the other side. A murmured exchange of voices without anything he could identify as either man or woman.

	“Here, my lord. Allow me.” Graham appeared soundlessly at his side and turned the knob, making his arrival known quite clearly. “The Viscount of Dunalastair,” he announced.

	Pottles could see him from the place he sat—in Joshua’s chair, positioned against the far wall, but the woman could not. As Pottles rose, so did she. For a moment, all he could see was the back of her. Brown hair, swept up under a brown hat with a feather that seemed too gay for the rest of her somber, staid brown pelisse and dress. Before she turned to face him, he spoke.

	“Ah. At least now I get the chance to apologize to you, Mrs… .?”

	Luckily, he’d spoken, for he lost the ability when she lifted her face after a respectful curtsy. Most house servants tried to appear unassuming, dull, unremarkable. This woman clearly had not.

	Her heart-shaped face was surrounded by a fringe of dark brown curls that spilled down from under her hat. Lashes of the same color outlined her eyes and formed delicate brows above them. Her mouth. Her lips were lush and full and a deep pink and meant for… .

	“My lord, a pleasure to meet you, though I ken not the reason for any apology,” she said. Pottles cleared his throat, making it clear he thought her comment impertinent. “Forgive me, my lord. I am Mrs. Lewis, Mrs. Clara Lewis, my lord.”

	Judging from her name she was following the convention of polite society that required every housekeeper to be called as a married woman would be—even if they were not. Was she truly?

	Joshua walked to the chair near hers, motioning to a scandalized Pottles to remain at the desk, as Joshua took a seat where he could observe her as she spoke to Pottles. “And Mr. Lewis?”

	“Sadly, my lord, my Edgar fought in the war on the continent and was lost. Three years past.”

	“I am sorry for your loss, Mrs. Lewis.” So many had perished in the war against Napoleon Bonaparte, a Corsican who’d claimed France and then tried to claim the rest of Europe. Joshua had barely escaped the man’s forces in Egypt after his time in Algeria and even now, battles yet raged. He paused and met her gaze, nodding his sympathies. “And you are lately of?”

	This time she did not hesitate or speak other than to his question. “Arbuthnott, my lord. I was in the countess’s employ there.”

	She’d worked for the old lioness and survived? That spoke of true strength of character, courage and fortitude. The countess was known to eat several servants before noon. Mrs. Lewis rose in his esteem at once. Pottles held out a paper to him, but Joshua shook his head. It must be her letters of reference. He was more interested in her.

	“I’ve not visited my godmother in years. How is she?”

	The surprise on her face disappeared mere moments after he spoke. The rosy blush in her cheeks had drained away in an instant. Her full lips thinned and her eyes—the same hue as her hair—blinked quickly until she pulled herself under control.

	“When I last saw her, she was hale and hearty as usual, my lord.” A nice recovery that gave him no information. His godmother was always hale and hearty. And obnoxious and infuriating. And opinionated. And sometimes, just mean.

	“How long did you last there?”

	“My lord?”

	“How long were you employed there? And please, sit.” He motioned at the chair behind her. Her movements did not hide Pottles’ sound of shock that he’d been displaced from the conversation. She sat and crossed her hands in her lap. A small reticule dangled from one gloved wrist. Brown. She was awash in only that one color.

	“My lord, her letters from Lady Arbuthnott’s housekeeper and others are here for your inspection.” Pottles once more held out said papers. Joshua held up a hand to ward them off.

	“I have been there for nigh on three years, my lord.” As she sat, she angled herself to face him more fully, making that ridiculous feather sweep to and fro with every move she made. “After Edgar, I lived with a relative there and I sought work. I was hired by the housekeeper to help with several special events at the house and then kept on.”

	“The housekeeper is still the same one?”

	“Mrs. Brander? Is she the one you remember from your visits, my lord?”

	“Aye. Mrs. Brander! You’ve worked with her then?” Pottles moved the blasted papers again at his question. “Pottles, I will read those later. For now, let us ask Mrs. Lewis the questions those pages do not answer.” Pottles was, for a moment, without words and so Joshua turned back to the possible housekeeper.

	Something was bothering him, whether her words or something else. Mayhap it was something else. Nay, not bothering him but intriguing him. He could not help but notice the way she sat on the edge of the chair, while still moving enough to make that feather sway. He watched as the light streaming into the library—another reason he’d claimed it—reflected in her dark brown eyes.

	“Aye, my lord. Mrs. Brander made me her assistant and trained me as a housekeeper. When I saw the advertisement in the newspaper, Mrs. Brander suggested I apply.”

	“She believes you qualified for the responsibilities of running this house?” His household may not be the size or breadth of the countess or other great and grand estates, but it was a respectable one, of a good size and more when the country house was added into consideration.

	“As her letter indicates,” she glanced at the damned pages sitting at the edge of the desk. “Aye, my lord, she does.”

	Letting out a loud sigh of resignation, Joshua picked up the papers and stood. As did Pottles and Mrs. Lewis. He waved them to sit and walked over to the window to read the polite words of his godmother and her housekeeper.

	“I interrupted your interview, Pottles. Please go on while I read these.”

	He turned away, giving them his back while never missing a word they said. Pottles asked some questions meant to elicit the woman’s methods in dealing with staff, managing the household’s duties and other specific tasks that Mrs. Lewis would oversee. Her answers seemed adequate to him, but from Pottles’ various noises Joshua understood that his butler would not be hiring this woman. His reaction was not logical. It was purely made by reflex, but those instincts had saved his skin and his life on his journeys. He’d learned to listen to and follow them years ago.

	“Pottles, have you discussed salary and rooming arrangements yet?” Joshua had not read a word on the papers and he placed them back by Pottles on the desk.

	“No, my lord. I have not.” Though his demeanor was one of complete self-control, Pottles had several tells that all was not well with him. His hands curled into fists. His breathing became more rushed. And his left brow lifted and twitched. “That only comes when—”

	“I understand, Pottles.” He glanced over at the prospective employee to find her examining the top of the window as though not the one under consideration. It was the polite way to react in a situation like this. “Would you excuse us, Mrs. Lewis?” Joshua walked to the door and waited for Pottles to follow.

	“Of course, my lord.” She stood and nodded, watching them leave.

	Pottles followed directly behind him and Graham, still on duty at the door, closed it quickly and stepped away.

	“I wish to hire Mrs. Lewis for the position, Pottles.”

	“But, my lord, she is not the most qualified applicant.” This was new, for Pottles had objected so rarely to any of his wishes, whims or orders, that Joshua could not remember when it had happened in the past. “I think that Mrs. Mathieson is a more satisfactory candidate.”

	He'd seen several of the others coming or going but had not spoken to any of them until Mrs. Lewis. So far, Pottles had interviewed women who were… staid. Older. Experienced in all manner of housekeeping duties. And any one of them would probably be a safer choice. Yet, that tightness in his gut pushed him to do this.

	“I wish to hire Mrs. Lewis, Pottles. Make certain the offer you make is enticing enough to gain her agreement.”

	“But, my lord, this would be her first position as a housekeeper and, your godmother’s, I mean, Lady Arbuthnott’s recommendation aside—”

	“I learned early in life to never, never, disregard any opinion offered by my godmother, Pottles.” He cut his butler off with a look. “Hire this woman. Now.”

	“Very well, my lord,” Pottles said as he offered a curt nod of his head in acceptance.

	“I will let you see to the details.” He turned to walk away, needing time alone to sort through the reasons he’d reacted this way, when another thought struck. “And Pottles. Let not this disagreement between us spill over to your regard for or treatment of Mrs. Lewis while she is in our employ.” Joshua waited as his servant took a few more seconds than he should have to accept that directive.

	“Of course not, my lord,” Pottles said. After a bow, the man turned back and opened the door.

	As Joshua passed by, he glanced in to find Mrs. Lewis standing just as she had when they’d left her. She met his gaze and he noticed it narrowed as she realized he was not entering with his butler. That gaze, the color of the dark chocolate he favored, exposed something to him—this woman would never be subservient to anyone. She could pretend and bank the determination in her eyes when needed, but in this moment, Joshua knew the truth of her.

	Mrs. Clara Lewis was much more than the woman she presented herself to be.

	More? Aye. Different? Aye that, as well. Dangerous? Mayhap that, too. And seeing a momentary flash of something that resembled vulnerability in that warm and lush brown gaze made the decision for him. No matter the lack of logic or critical assessment of it all.

	The door closed and Joshua walked along the corridor and up the stairs to his chamber. Entering his dressing room, he sought the small closet to which no one else had access where the strongbox lay hidden away in its own secret place. Only his most valuable belongings and books and papers were stored there. Every so often, the need to confirm that the box was indeed locked and the artifact safe grew strong and brought him here.

	Why now, he knew not, but he checked the lock and the only key that was also hidden away, in a specially made nook in the paneling of the wall next to the fireplace. Once he knew both were safe, Joshua tried to make himself comfortable in a large, overstuffed chair by the window and opened a book he was destined to not read.

	The front door below him opened and closed and his new housekeeper stepped onto the pavement. Lifting her hand, she adjusted the pins holding her hat in place before taking off at a brisk pace back in the direction from whence she’d come. As he watched her walk away, the damned feather swaying in time with her steps, Joshua tried to figure out why he’d gone against his butler in this matter.

	A knock on his chamber door pulled him from his reverie, but only after more than an hour had passed and only after the woman in his thoughts had long since disappeared from his view. 


Chapter Two

	It took all her self-control to keep from running. Something within her wanted to break free, jumped down the three steps leading to his house and run the rest of the way back to the boarding house where she was staying.

	Laughter bubbled up from inside, pushing to be released. But hurrying down the street, laughing like a madwoman would gain her nothing but attention. Attention she did not want and certainly did not need. Reaching a wynd along the Royal Mile, she turned into it and sought out the alcove she knew was located a half-block down the steeply inclined cobblestone path. At last, she slipped into the shadowed corner and pressed herself against the wall before allowing it free.

	The tension inside her, a force that had grown stronger yet more brittle with each passing day since her arrival in Edinburgh, did not let go completely, but the peals of laughter took the sharp edge off it. When a man walked by the opening and glanced her way, she covered her mouth to muffle most of it. When it became difficult to breathe, she leaned down and forced her lungs to empty out several times.

	A riot of emotions shot through her as she stood there. Frustration at the length of time these arrangements had taken. Relief to finally be starting her true efforts. Fear of failure to find the truth and fear of exposure as she moved into this false identity and life. But the strongest remained the grief at her loss. She allowed a moment for that to weaken and pass before the anger settled in her belly once more.

	Anger had been her friend for a long time. It supported and enervated her in a way that wanting or needing never had. It gave her the strength to seek out a method and to plan her subterfuge. Now, it would need to sustain her efforts during the next dangerous weeks or months—however long it took to find out what Lord Joshua Robertson, Viscount of Dunalastair hid and where he’d hidden it.

	She’d worked too hard and searched too long to allow herself to weaken now. Taking one last fortifying breath, she straightened up on her feet, brushed some dust from her pelisse and gown, and stepped out into the walkway ready to take her plan to its next step.

	Her hand moved without thought to the small brooch she wore under her clothing. Its value lay not in the cost of it, for it was a mere replica. Nay, it was priceless to her because her father had it made for her. A reminder of the betrayal that destroyed him and of the vengeance she’d sworn to seek on his behalf.

	Now that her plan was underway, she had much to accomplish. She must move into the Dunalastair townhouse and take control of his household. Mr. Pottles would be a challenge, for his dislike of her had increased tenfold when his lordship interfered with the interview and clearly demanded his butler hire her. But, she would not allow anyone to block her way now that she was so close to discovering the truth and forcing a confession from the man who had singlehandedly destroyed her family.

	Joshua Robertson, now Viscount of Dunalastair.

	He had broken trust with her father, causing his early death. He had lied and accused her father of scandalous behavior, without proof and without remorse. Then, faced with the repercussions of her husband’s death, her mother had deteriorated rapidly, and she’d died soon after he did.

	Because of Lord Joshua Robertson’s cavalier words and threats, she’d lost her entire family and was thrown on the mercy of others. An old friend of her mother who lived in Arbuthnott had taken her in more than eight years ago and had seen her trained in service where she worked. It was not the life she’d wanted, but what could a young woman with no family do except allow the well-meant kindness with gratefulness and use it as a means to the end she sought. When she’d accepted it, she’d no idea it would become the vehicle of her revenge after all.

	Now, Arabella MacGibbon, daughter of Luigi Balugani and Sarah MacGibbon, would have her chance. Even if it was Mrs. Clara Lewis who attained it for her.

	Gathering her wits, she walked back to the boarding house and climbed to her room three floors above. It took but minutes to pack her clothing and belongings into two satchels, for she did not have many of either. Mr. Pottles had said the position was available immediately and Arabella was more than ready to begin.

	Though one of her references was a bit grander than the truth of her experience, it would stand up to scrutiny if anyone sought out its verification. As she suspected Mr. Pottles would, if for nothing more than his own need to do so. And to gather ammunition against her for future battles. It had been her experience that men who felt threatened usually responded in that way. Well, she had gathered her own ammunition, so she was prepared.

	Glancing around the small room, she understood she would never return to this chamber or to the freedom she had in this moment. If she failed, against a peer of the realm, there would be consequences for certain. If she was lucky, she might be able to flee to Italy and find her father’s family there. If she was not, prison might be her next home.

	As it did when uncertainty attacked her resolve, the memories of her father’s humiliation spurred the anger and she allowed it to fill her. Diplomat or not, explorer or not—indeed, viscount or not—Joshua Robertson would pay for his misdeeds and face the repudiation of those he respected. It was his turn to suffer as her father had.

	She carried her bags
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