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            Chapter One

         
         At least the cake was magnificent.

         
         Myrtle sat splayed out on the ballroom floor, her evening gown billowing around her as she assessed which cake element to
            try next. She didn’t generally approve of adding anything superfluous to cake, but she had to admit that the pieces of candied
            orange studding the top were delicious.
         

         
         “Why?” her brother asked, sounding beleaguered. Which he usually did when speaking to her.

         
         It wasn’t that she wanted to be aggravating; in general, she just wanted to swan around wearing beautiful gowns, eat delicious foods, and indulge her
            need (some, including her brother, might say compulsion) to use her brain for more than just idle conversation and remembering which utensil to use at mealtimes.
         

         
         They all did the job to varying degrees. She didn’t see why there had to be a fuss about it. But apparently it seemed that Society—the world she traveled in, unfortunately, having been born a viscount’s daughter—found it unsettling, perturbing, and disgraceful if one used a fish fork to retrieve an errant pea. 

         
         But that wasn’t what was making her brother Lord Richard Allen, Viscount Leybourne, so irate. So aggravated.

         
         The siblings were alone in the ballroom, the rest of the family and their houseguests having long since retreated to their
            beds. The party had been a rousing success, at least until Myrtle had spoken her truth. One that her brother apparently objected
            to.
         

         
         The ballroom was in the Leybourne country estate, a sumptuous, sprawling house with well over one hundred rooms, situated
            on over seven hundred acres of land.
         

         
         The Leybourne holdings—not Myrtle’s own charms, she knew quite well—were why she had received so many offers of marriage.

         
         And thus far had accepted none of them.

         
         “I just told him the truth,” Myrtle said with a shrug, attacking her current slice of cake with gusto.

         
         It was yellow sponge cake with white icing, the aforementioned candied oranges a tart contrast with the icing and the raspberry
            jam filling.
         

         
         “You told him—in front of everyone, mind you—that you could not marry him because he didn’t understand Babbage’s Table of Logarithms.” Richard pinched the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “What do logarithms—whatever they are—have to do with marriage?” 

         
         Myrtle held up her hand to indicate that she was still chewing. Richard glowered at her, but she merely smiled—close-mouthed,
            of course, what with the chewing and all—and he looked away.
         

         
         “The thing is,” she said after she swallowed, “that it isn’t just Babbage Mr. Oakes doesn’t understand. I didn’t want to tell
            him I would not marry him because he is stupid, that would be just rude.” She shrugged again. “So I went with a simple notion,
            one his brain might be able to comprehend.” A pause as she considered. “And understanding logarithms is essential in order
            to calculate interest on loans or payments, for example. How well an initial investment has done, and so on.” She sniffed.
            “Mr. Oakes—or any man, for that matter—needs to know basic math if he is going to handle my considerable fortune.”
         

         
         A fortune which wasn’t hers outright, unfortunately. Its control lay in the hands of her brother, and it seemed he was desperate
            to hand it over to someone else. Just not her.
         

         
         It was completely unfair. It was also why she’d resolved to do whatever she could to help other unfairly placed ladies in
            similar situations. She would not sit by eating cake while others suffered.
         

         
         She could do a lot more good with her mathematical brain than if she married some lummox who merely required her to have a
            dowry and then produce a massive amount of children.
         

         
         Richard would not hear of it, however. Anytime she’d even hinted at wanting something else he’d gotten that look on his face, and she wondered if he was going to shut her in the cellar until she changed her mind. 

         
         “You have refused every offer made to you, and I estimate you have had no fewer than twenty-seven proposals.” That nose pinching
            again.
         

         
         “If I had accepted at any time that would be the end of the proposals,” Myrtle pointed out, not incorrectly. “Like when you
            say ‘Oh, I found the thing I was looking for in the last place I looked!’ because of course you would stop looking once you’d
            found the thing.” She frowned. “The number is technically thirty-two, but that includes the Hollister twins and a few of Joseph’s
            schoolmates.”
         

         
         Joseph, Richard and Myrtle’s younger brother, was away at school, something Myrtle envied greatly. She’d had a governess,
            but that lady had given up when it was clear Myrtle knew more about everything than she did. Miss Rogers was currently living
            her best life, having made several shrewd investments on Myrtle’s advice. And was Myrtle’s best—and perhaps only—friend, with
            the exception of Myrtle’s niece, Lilah.
         

         
         “That isn’t the point,” Richard said. “And haven’t you had enough cake?”

         
         Myrtle looked down at the cake in question. “There’s still more of it, so no, I’d say I haven’t had enough cake. Unless you
            want some?” She glanced up at her brother, waving her spoon in the air.
         

         
         “I do not want any cake,” he ground out.

         
         “Then why did you ask if I’d had enough?” She gestured toward his face. “You should be careful about getting so enraged,” she said. “You’ve got a vein popping in your forehead. That cannot be healthy for you.” 

         
         “I would be less enraged,” he shot back, “if you would find yourself a husband!”

         
         Myrtle blinked. “I have found them. I just don’t want any of them.”
         

         
         Richard’s gaze hardened, and she almost—almost—felt bad. But not as bad as she would feel if she were married to an idiot. And all of the gentlemen, and most of the ladies,
            Myrtle knew were idiots.
         

         
         She wasn’t opposed to marriage per se; it just seemed to her that if the people who were related to her by blood, like her
            brothers, found her so difficult to deal with that it would be impossible for someone who wasn’t obligated to do so to make
            a go of it. Marriage was certainly good for others; she just didn’t think it would be good for her.
         

         
         Thank goodness for cake, she thought, looking down at the once-noble dessert. Her spoon had made inroads that would put cow paths to shame, and one
            part was teetering as though it was considering a graceless fall onto the plate.
         

         
         “I cannot continue this,” Richard said, though he did, in fact, continue. Myrtle was very pleased she restrained herself from pointing that out. She didn’t want to make her brother’s head explode. “You have to find a husband or do something because your presence here is disruptive. Regina has Lilah to launch into Society, and she is already anxious that you will do or say something to reflect badly. If Lilah isn’t able to make a good match, then—” 

         
         “Then gentlemen are idiots. Lilah is wonderful,” Myrtle interrupted, speaking in a firm tone. Her niece, Lilah, was beautiful
            and accomplished, with a lively, engaging disposition that made everyone love her. Myrtle included; she couldn’t bear it if
            she was the reason Lilah’s debut was tainted somehow. Lilah, unlike her aunt, actually wanted the whole “death till you part” thing. It was all she could talk about, and Myrtle could not, would not, do anything to disrupt
            that.
         

         
         It was annoying to hear all of Richard’s talk when Regina, her sister-in-law, had herself engaged in some suspect behavior,
            but because it wasn’t brain-related it was somehow less egregious.
         

         
         Myrtle didn’t understand that at all. Something else to add to the list that included utensil use, marriage, and tea without
            milk.
         

         
         She picked up her spoon and angrily stuffed another piece into her mouth. She would not be the cause of Lilah’s unhappiness.

         
         “And it is not seemly for you to interfere with the running of the estate. A lady should not spend her time balancing ledgers and badgering the estate manager. Farrows was quite upset.” He took a breath, clearly trying to compose himself. Myrtle took that moment to retrieve a piece of errant icing at the corner of her mouth. “I have no choice but to give you this ultimatum,” he said, his tone gentle. “You have to find a husband or do something to—” 

         
         His words were cut off by a scream.

         
          

         Simeon Jones had a secret.

         
         It wasn’t that he was charming. That had been known since he’d been five years old, and persuaded all the other children in
            the Devenaugh Home for Destitute Boys to join him in an intricate plot to raid the kitchen pantry at midnight. Three-quarters
            of a cherry pie had been downed by the time the scheme was discovered.
         

         
         The staff spent two days getting cherry stains out of nightshirts.

         
         It wasn’t that he was handsome. Simeon was possessed of a roguish grin, a dimple on the left side of his face, and brown eyes
            that pierced the soul of anyone he looked at. That he was tall, athletic, and had fine, silky black hair that seemed to invite
            caresses was enough to place him amongst men deemed remarkably handsome.
         

         
         And it wasn’t that he was talented. He’d begun drawing while serving punishment for the kitchen caper, and had progressed
            to watercolors by ten. He was adopted into an artist’s home, and she taught him everything she knew, plus supplied him with
            enough oil paints and canvases to fill a museum. The two of them didn’t always have enough to eat, but they always had art
            materials.
         

         
         No, it was that Simeon Jones—debonair, polished, and suave—was softhearted.

         
         He gave money to anyone who needed it. He rescued stray kittens, tossed coins at children and beggars, tipped extravagantly, and ended up funding a variety of ventures because he just couldn’t say no. 

         
         He was therefore, as the saying went, poor as a church mouse.

         
         It was a secret that would mortify him if anyone—even his closest friends, his four fellow orphans—ever discovered it.

         
         It meant he didn’t indulge in anything for himself that cost money, which meant his enjoyments were found in pleasures of
            the flesh, good conversation, and books from the lending library, the fees of which he’d persuaded the woman at the desk that
            day to forego.
         

         
         Normally, he could afford everything, and keep his secret safe.

         
         But three weeks ago, he’d received a letter that had skewed his entire life sideways.

         
         
            Dear Mr. Jones,

            I hope this letter finds you well. I am writing on behalf of the late Mrs. Wellsford, the sister of Miss Jones, your adoptive
               mother. I understand that this might be a shock. Mrs. Wellsford has been taking care of Miss Jones’s child, but Mrs. Wellsford
               has passed, and the child’s guardianship is passing to you. It is most urgent we receive instructions for how you wish to
               proceed.
            

            The Revd William Aglethorpe

         

         Even now, those five words—how you wish to proceed—made him want to punch something. Someone.
         

         
         It wasn’t the letter writer’s fault, of course. But this was a child’s life that hung in the balance, and in his hands. Him,
            whose only responsibility up to now had been to himself and his art. His adoptive mother had made his priorities absolutely
            clear: nothing should come in the way of his art. Not love, not comfort, and certainly not an unexpected child.
         

         
         But he would not damn the innocent to the kind of life he had had.

         
         No matter what he decided, it would all cost money. Much more money than he currently had.

         
         His mother had died a few years ago, leaving him nothing but his belief that his art was the most important thing in his life,
            and that he had to do whatever was necessary to fulfill his artistic promise.
         

         
         But he also had to eat and clothe himself and now he had to decide how he wished to proceed.

         
         Which was why Simeon was stuck in the country, having taken a commission to paint a portrait of Regina, the Viscountess Leybourne,
            a job that would pay a substantial sum.
         

         
         And was also why he was frantically trying to shoo the clearly inebriated viscountess out of his rooms at four o’clock in
            the morning.
         

         
         “You shed I should creep acrosh the hallway.” Lady Allen, clad only in a nightdress and wrapper, her hair undone and trailing down her back, squinted up at Simeon with an accusing stare. “I have crept, but now you’re trying to get rid of me?” 

         
         The last two words were said in a rising pitch, her tone getting increasingly louder, as Simeon’s mind raced. How was one
            supposed to handle it when a portrait subject arrived in the middle of the night for, he presumed, propositional purposes?
         

         
         “If you would just return to your room—” he said, only to be interrupted by the now irate viscountess.

         
         Dear lord, what a mess.

         
         “I can’t return to my room!” she said, all indignation.

         
         “Uh . . .” Simeon said, taking her arm. “We can talk about this. I am certain we can reach an understanding.”

         
         She swatted his arm away, then tilted her face up in an unmistakable invitation. “Or you could just kish me.”

         
         Simeon was accustomed to people propositioning him; he’d reached his current height at age fifteen, and had had the face of
            an angel for a lot longer than that. But he knew full well that there were many reasons not to oblige in this instance, not
            the least of which was that Lady Allen was well in her cups, and could not be relied upon to make an informed decision.
         

         
         He didn’t know if she had mistaken his room for another’s, or if she mistook his politeness for something more, or if she was just prone to spontaneously bursting into gentlemen’s rooms, but it didn’t matter. 

         
         He took her arm again and drew her toward the hallway, muttering indistinct soothing noises.

         
         “No!” she wailed, so loudly it made his ears hurt. “Noooo!” And then she stopped using her words and just screamed.

         
         To his horror, he heard footsteps, and doors opening, and saw people’s faces appearing, and he closed his eyes, wishing for
            once he had less of a rakish reputation.
         

         
         Nobody would believe that he hadn’t intended to dally with the lady of the house. Furthermore, it didn’t matter if they actually
            believed him or not; he was a bastard, a hired artist, not a respectable lady like her. That he had come specifically to paint
            her portrait would only intensify the belief that it was entirely his doing.
         

         
         Clearly he could bid his commission farewell, which meant the orphaned child—whose name and gender he didn’t even know—would
            have to wait even longer for how Simeon wished to proceed.
         

         
         Fuck.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         It was an hour before Simeon sagged against his door, completely exhausted. Everyone had appeared in the hallway, including
            Lord Allen, who hadn’t looked surprised at his wife’s behavior, though that didn’t matter. Simeon’s fate was already sealed.
         

         
         “You’ll leave in the morning,” the viscount said sternly, after his wife had been extricated from Simeon’s side and returned
            to bed by her lady’s maid. “And obviously you’ll return the advance I gave you, since you won’t be completing the work.”
         

         
         “Obviously,” Simeon echoed.

         
         A few people still stood in the hallway, not even pretending they weren’t eavesdropping.

         
         “I won’t mention this incident,” the viscount continued, “and since I believe you value your reputation, you won’t either.” He looked uncomfortable, and for a moment Simeon wondered if he was going to indicate he knew the truth of it. If the viscount would acknowledge that Simeon had done nothing wrong, even if it was just between them. 

         
         “It is unfortunate,” Lord Allen said in a censorious tone, and the moment was gone. “But I cannot allow any scandal to touch
            my family. My daughter makes her debut soon, and you see—”
         

         
         “I do see,” Simeon said, cutting him off. “I will leave in the morning.” He nodded, going into his room and shutting the door,
            leaning against it with eyes closed.
         

         
         It wasn’t that he minded so much about losing the commission itself; portraits weren’t his favorite work to do, and it was
            always a possibility that the subject of the painting wouldn’t like the result. But he did like the money. He’d negotiated
            a larger than usual sum because the viscount required the work to be done at his country house, and not in Simeon’s London
            studio. Perhaps because he was aware of his wife’s nocturnal behavior?
         

         
         “That poor child,” he muttered. How was he going to “proceed” when he didn’t have the funds? He shook his head in frustration.

         
         Which then pounded as a knock sent reverberations through his skull, since his head was tipped back against the wood.

         
         He jerked away from the noise, staring at the door in horrified anticipation. Had the viscount ordered his staff to thrash
            him? Or Lady Allen herself returning, either to proposition him again or perhaps offer an explanation for her behavior?
         

         
         The knock came again.

         
         He swung the door open, bracing himself for whomever might be there.

         
         And frowned as a strange woman stood there, her face alight with what looked like excitement.

         
         Not again, a voice said in his head, but he only nodded to the woman. “Can I help you?”
         

         
         “It is my belief, sir, that we can help one another,” she said, then brushed past him to stand in the middle of his room.
            “You might want to close that, I wouldn’t want there to be a second round of scandal.” She spoke in a no-nonsense tone that
            dared defiance.
         

         
         He shut the door automatically, then cursed himself for an idiot. But the woman didn’t look as though she was bent on seduction;
            she wore an evening gown, now somewhat bedraggled, and with what appeared to be some icing on the lace edging the neckline.
            It was very finely made, of a light pink satin, with tiny sleeves fashioned out of net. She was perhaps in her mid-twenties,
            too old to be the viscount’s daughter, and she was regarding him with an expectant look.
         

         
         Who was she?

         
         “I’m sorry, have we met?” Simeon asked.

         
         She raised one dark eyebrow, folding her arms over her chest. “We did. Earlier this evening, in fact. I am Miss Myrtle Allen,
            Richard’s sister.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Simeon said, still baffled, but now even more on his guard. “Did your brother send—”

         
         “No,” she said, sounding impatient. “Do keep up, we don’t have long.”

         
         “Keep up with what?” he replied, bewildered. “Have long for what?”

         
         “We can help one another,” she repeated. “As I said at your door—that one right there,” she said, pointing to the item in
            question, “no more than five minutes ago.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry if I’m not following you,” Simeon replied, feeling as though he was being tossed around like a ship on a very stormy
            sea. “Could you review how you and I can help one another?”
         

         
         She gave him an exasperated look, then spoke. “You have to leave here. I would like to leave also, only for reasons I don’t
            want to make widely known. I mean both the reasons and the fact that I am going in the first place. I cannot make either of
            them widely known.” As though that explained everything.
         

         
         “So you want me to . . . ?” Simeon said, feeling as though he was speaking to an inebriated dictionary.

         
         “Yes, I want you to take me to London. Preferably now.” She glanced around the room. “It shouldn’t take you long to pack,
            you’ve only just arrived.”
         

         
         “No, my lady,” Simeon said, wondering if he’d accidentally wound up at a madhouse. It felt as though everyone was speaking
            a language he didn’t understand. Perhaps he was the madman. “I will not take you to London.” And then the reality of it hit him, and he got angry. It had been a very
            long and trying evening. “But if I were to take you, after what just happened tonight, you would be irrevocably compromised, my reputation would be in tatters, and I could never find work again.” He drew a deep breath. “I do not understand what might have led you to make the suggestion, but I assure you, I am a gentleman, despite what occurred earlier.” 

         
         And despite my illegitimacy.

         
         Simeon found it chafing, to say the least, that he was treated as lesser simply because his parents weren’t married. Or simply
            because he didn’t even know who they were in the first place. How could any of that be held against him, when it had literally
            happened long before he was born? Nine months before, in fact.
         

         
         Which was why he was so determined to help Decision Child, the child he had to make decisions about “how to proceed.” Simeon
            had had a relatively good childhood, but it had been tainted by the realities of his birth. If he could spare another human
            that—or at least ameliorate it by throwing a wad of cash at it—he would.
         

         
         “I know you are a gentleman,” she said, still impatient. “Everyone knows my sister-in-law likes to wander at night, especially
            after a few too many Madeiras. I am not asking you because I have designs on your person or anything.” She spoke in a scoffing
            tone, and he nearly went and looked in a mirror to be certain he hadn’t turned into an ogre in the past hour. “I need to get
            to London, and I know I cannot just go on my own. That is, I could go on my own, but it would be less safe. I need to safely go. Not to mention I’d have to walk, and they would find me within a few hours. And you are my best option.” Her tone made it clear the best option was far from the actual best, but was the best she could do at the moment. 

         
         “No,” he said in a firm tone. “Do keep up.”

         
         Her eyes widened in surprise. “Oh! Excellent retort. I had not expected that of you.”

         
         Why did he feel proud for having impressed her with his wit?

         
         He reached for the doorknob as he spoke. “You need to leave before anyone discovers you here.”

         
         She uncrossed her arms to grab his wrist. This close he could see her face, which was quite pretty; she had curly, dark brown
            hair, brown eyes, an upturned nose, and full lips that looked as though they might burst into laughter at any time. Her eyebrows
            were straight, dark slashes, giving her an intense appearance.
         

         
         She was substantially shorter than he, and lushly curved, the evening gown cut so as to display her lovely bosom.

         
         “Stop staring,” she snapped, and he shook his head to clear it. “My proportions are admittedly extreme, and I’ve calculated
            if I continue my current course I will only become more so.”
         

         
         “You’ve calculated?”

         
         “Yes,” she said, and he could hear a hint of pride in her voice. “I am a mathematician.” She huffed out a breath. “A mathematician
            who loves cake.”
         

         
         “When you’re not attempting abduction of strange gentlemen,” Simeon said in a dry tone. She still had hold of his wrist. “Seriously, you have to leave.” 

         
         She only tightened her hold. “How much?”

         
         “Pardon?”

         
         “How much money will it require for you to give me a ride to a place you’re going to anyway? I know Richard just told you
            to go, and I know he’d agreed to pay you a substantial amount—I heard him grumbling about it last week. How much?”
         

         
         Simeon opened his mouth to refuse, to tell her nothing was worth risking his reputation and future earnings. But the amount
            of money he needed for the child, for the Home, and for his own survival, was an enormous pound-and-pence-shaped object in
            his head.
         

         
         “Twice what your brother was going to pay me,” he said instead.

         
         She gave him a piercing look. “Very good. I will make it triple. I have calculated the risks, and I want to anticipate any
            setback.” Her face brightened. “My first business negotiation! I am making an excellent start,” she said, clearly talking
            to herself.
         

         
         Simeon’s chest tightened. “Any setback” would mean anything that would expose what he and this oddly cheerful woman were doing
            to the world at large—or, more precisely, the world that governed how he led his life. A life he quite liked, when he wasn’t
            concerned with rescuing stray orphans. Or fending off unexpected female visitors to his bedroom.
         

         
         “Agreed,” he said.

         
         She released her hold on him. “Excellent. You’re not as stupid as you look.”

         
         He frowned, wanting to ask how stupid he looked, but realized it was beside the point. Even though it chafed his vanity.

         
         “Meet me at the stables in an hour. I’ll go there now and tell them to prepare your carriage.”

         
         She didn’t wait for his reply, just gave a firm nod and exited, shutting the door behind her.

         
         Leaving Simeon feeling as though he’d just encountered something he couldn’t handle. A feeling he’d never had before.

         
          

         Myrtle grinned as she made her way down the hall to her room. She was always able to adapt, but this was a remarkable pivot
            even by her standards. Once she’d seen the ruckus Regina had caused, and heard Richard grousing about portraits and money,
            she’d realized she could take destiny into her own hands. She could create her own future.
         

         
         After all, Richard had said, You have to find a husband or do something; she was choosing the “do something” option.
         

         
         Not that Richard likely thought she had any choice but the “find a husband” option, but that was the whole issue, wasn’t it?
            Not being able to decide for oneself what one’s future would be.
         

         
         She would go to London and use her mathematical skills to assist ladies with their monies, hopefully helping them become more financially secure. The first step—the heading to London one—was clearly the most important, and she was on her way. 

         
         She would be doing something without saying “I do.” She smiled at her own wit, relieved she could find humor in these most dire of circumstances.
         

         
         Once she’d demonstrated her business acumen, and garnered support and trust from her clients, Richard would be less inclined
            to force her to marry.
         

         
         If she was able to do something that would get her out of the house and have her more than earn her keep, there would be no reason to force her into something
            she didn’t wish to do. Marriage topmost among that, of course, but also going out and about in Society—she knew she could
            be awkward, though it generally didn’t bother her.
         

         
         But if she could skip that nonsense it would make her life even better. Better than cake, better than lovely gowns, and better
            than math, even.
         

         
         And perhaps what she did with her brain would be valued more than what she did with her utensils.

         
         Her solution was so logical she knew Richard would never agree to it. So she had to make an independent decision. One she
            knew, she just knew, Richard would be fine with later. Much later.
         

         
         “Good morning, John,” she said in a soft voice to the sleeping stableman. He started awake, and she gave him a reassuring
            pat on the shoulder.
         

         
         He’d been concerned about one of Richard’s horses, so he’d taken to sleeping in the stables, which she’d known when she proposed
            the escape to Mr. Jones.
         

         
         “Good morning, my lady,” he replied. “Is there somethin’ I can help ye with?”

         
         “Yes, and I need you to be quiet about it all.”

         
         His face grew pale. Most of the staff had experienced enough of Myrtle’s adventures to have natural trepidation when she required
            discretion.
         

         
         “It’s nothing, truly,” she said in a light tone of voice. “Just a dispute at the house, and one of our guests—Mr. Jones—needs
            to leave quickly.”
         

         
         His face cleared. “Aye, I heard about that. He wants me to prepare his carriage?” He frowned in confusion. “Then why isn’t
            he here himself?”
         

         
         “My brother is still somewhat irate,” Myrtle explained, “so he asked me to come see about it. He’ll slip out later.” Even
            though that was a total lie.
         

         
         “I see. Of course, my lady. Carriage’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.” He paused. “I’ll get the coachman up as well. He’s sleeping
            in the stables.”
         

         
         “Thank you, John,” Myrtle replied, giving him a coin. “That’s from Mr. Jones.”

         
         “Tell the gentleman I’m grateful,” John said.

         
         Myrtle nodded, then rushed back to her room, glad that that part of the escape plan had gone so well.

         
         The only variable in all of it was Mr. Jones.

         
         Mr. Jones was naturally reluctant to assist, but she’d accurately assessed his situation and knew he needed funds. She was aware of his reputation as an artist, and knew that his taking this commission was below his talent, so there must have been some compelling reason. When she’d heard Richard discussing the negotiations, she’d figured out Mr. Jones’s motivation. It was simple to dangle enough money in front of Mr. Jones’s face to persuade him. 

         
         And what a face. Myrtle wasn’t usually all that interested in people’s faces if their brains weren’t also attractive, but
            Mr. Jones’s beauty rose above that standard. He was tall, with an elegant build, ink-black hair, a gorgeously sculpted visage,
            and an ability to make it seem as though he was focused only on the person he was speaking to at the time.
         

         
         It was lowering to know he didn’t recall meeting her earlier, but she was accustomed to that—the only times she got noticed
            by attractive gentlemen were when they’d heard about her attractive fortune and thought they had a chance of obtaining it.
         

         
         “Plus,” she reasoned to herself as she entered her bedroom, “this will make it much less complicated. He won’t bother about
            me, since all I represent is money, and I won’t bother about him, because he is not my future.”
         

         
         She busied herself stuffing a few items of clothing into her bag, regretfully removing her icing-tinged evening gown and putting
            on something much plainer. Lilah’s lady’s maid generally assisted her, but it wasn’t too hard to remove the gown, though a
            few buttons scattered on the floor.
         

         
         She wouldn’t need anything fancy to wear in London since she was just going to be working. If and when Richard caught up with her—which she doubted he would do quickly, considering he had a full house party and a desperate need to avoid scandal—she’d have proven herself, and could set herself up in her own household. 

         
         Her own household. Independence.

         
         The thought of it, the possibility of it, made her stagger a little as she packed her books: a few of Cauchy’s works, even
            though her French wasn’t up to reading them, Fibonacci’s Liber Abaci, Boole’s Mathematical Analysis of Logic, and Peacock’s A Treatise on Algebra. Then she took all her money—thankfully she kept a large sum at hand, Richard was generous with her allowance. She’d have
            more than enough to get to London and begin her work.
         

         
         If she succeeded—which she had a 37 1/2 percent chance of, she’d calculated the odds already—she could choose her own future. Richard wasn’t unreasonable, he was
            just exasperated. Eventually, once she’d shown him what she was capable of, he would agree to let her have her fortune. By
            then, Lilah would likely be married.
         

         
         Lilah.

         
         For a moment, Myrtle considered waking her niece to say goodbye, and to let her know that her aunt was making a wise, logical,
            and well-thought-out decision in heading to London.
         

         
         Even though that wasn’t quite the truth. And Myrtle found it impossible to lie.

         
         But in a month or so, her falsehood wouldn’t matter. She’d have decided her own future and Richard would stop pestering her to do something she didn’t wish to. She would have done something, and done it well. She just had to.
         

         
         Lilah would be in London soon enough herself—the Season would begin in a few weeks, which was why it was imperative Myrtle
            go to London now.
         

         
         Where Myrtle would be on her own. Forever, perhaps. Was it a lonely future she was contemplating? It might be seen that way,
            but the alternative—marriage to someone who wasn’t nearly as capable as her intellectually—was far, far worse. The very idea
            of it made her feel as though she were choking.
         

         
         Packed, she retrieved a cloak from her wardrobe, slipping it on and putting the hood over her head. It was five o’clock in
            the morning. The servants would start to rise in a half hour or so, so she had to go. Hopefully Mr. Jones understood the urgency
            and would be waiting for her at the stables. She scribbled a quick note, tucking it under the corner of the glass on her dressing
            table. Hopefully it wouldn’t be noticed for hours.
         

         
         And now all she had to do was go to London, set up a business and find clients, and prove she could do the work.

         
         All before Richard came to retrieve her.

         
          

         This was quite possibly the most ludicrous thing Simeon had ever done. And that included the interlude with a baker, the baker’s
            assistant, and three loaves of pound cake.
         

         
         He wasn’t actually contemplating doing this, was he?

         
         Hard to deny, what with hasty packing and a generally frantic feeling. He had to leave anyway; perhaps his host wouldn’t know
            that Simeon had absconded with said host’s sister.
         

         
         Though that he and Miss Allen happened to depart at precisely the same time was something far beyond a coincidence.

         
         But she’d offered him enough to be able to figure out how to humanely proceed with Decision Child. That baby deserved a chance
            in life, at least a reasonable chance that only money and thoughtful support could give.
         

         
         “I’m being foolish,” he muttered to himself as he closed his valise. He’d brought only a few things with him: his painting
            tools and a few changes of clothing. He didn’t keep a valet—couldn’t afford one—and he’d already borrowed his friend Fenton’s
            carriage. He hadn’t wanted to owe any more favors than he already did.
         

         
         Fenton was off gallivanting in Paris, so the carriage was just sitting there. Simeon had made sure to tip Fenton’s coachman
            well, though he knew Fenton paid all his staff good salaries. Fenton, like Miss Allen, was skilled in mathematics, and had
            worked out the benefits of paying servants well versus not. It just made common sense, he’d explained.
         

         
         This way Fenton’s coachman would be able to return to Fenton’s home in London a lot earlier than anticipated. Simeon was actually
            doing everyone a favor by returning early.
         

         
         “And that is the most convoluted argument ever,” he said, exasperated at himself.

         
         But the truth of it was he had to leave, and he might as well leave with a passenger. If Miss Allen was so bold as to burst
            into strangers’ bedrooms in the middle of the night, there was no telling what she might do if Simeon turned her down. Better
            to keep an eye on her, at least until they got to London. She had shown herself to be fearless, if not naïve, and was willing
            to head off at inappropriate hours with a random stranger, it should be him and not someone less honorable than he.
         

         
         If the viscount confronted him, he could explain. Maybe.

         
         Though he strongly suspected the viscount wouldn’t accept any explanation that didn’t include Simeon’s head on a platter.
            Or, worse still, him having to marry the inebriated dictionary lady.
         

         
         But he was already in deep trouble with the viscount, and by extension, the rest of Society, so he might as well make some
            money by doing what he was going to anyway.
         

         
         Thus decided, he picked up his belongings and left his room, making sure to walk softly as he made his way downstairs. Nobody
            was up yet, though he imagined it wouldn’t be long—this was a country house, and the family and its guests kept country hours.
         

         
         He pulled the door open, coming face-to-face with Miss Allen, whose expression brightened at seeing him.

         
         “Good,” she said, giving him a satisfied nod, “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to drag you out.”

         
         “Drag me . . . ?” Simeon said in disbelief. Not because she’d said it—his acquaintance with the lady had already let him know
            he shouldn’t be surprised at anything she said—but because there was no possibility a small scrap of a thing like her could
            drag him anywhere.
         

         
         Unless he wanted to be dragged.

         
         And where did that idea come from? he wondered.

         
         “The carriage is here,” she continued, pointing to where the carriage indeed was.

         
         Fenton’s coachman looked pleased, so at least Simeon was doing right by someone, even if he knew he was doing wrong by Miss
            Allen. An unmarried young lady, no matter how eccentric she was, should not be traipsing about in closed carriages with unmarried
            young men, particularly if the unmarried young man was illegitimate and she came from the aristocracy.
         

         
         But she’d offered, and he needed, and he had to take advantage when his other option—painting the viscountess’s portrait—had
            been rescinded. The Decision Child needed Miss Allen’s money.
         

         
         “Let me take that,” she said, trying to grab the satchel that held his paints, brushes, and other supplies. He held the valise
            with his personal belongings in his other hand.
         

         
         He held tighter instinctively, glaring at her in the early dawn light. “I can handle this myself,” he said.

         
         She rolled her eyes. Clearly he was not keeping up.

         
         “You can, but isn’t it easier to let someone help? Honestly, nobody has common sense anymore.”

         
         He snorted, but let her take the satchel and place it with what he presumed was her bag, putting his valise next to the other
            two.
         

         
         The coachman had leapt down from his seat and held the door open. Miss Allen clambered up, not even looking at the hand Simeon
            held out for her, and she sat at one end, immediately beckoning him. “Come in already, we have to go!”
         

         
         Simeon bit back his retort, then got into the carriage beside Miss Allen.

         
         The coachman shut the door and the carriage lurched as he returned to his seat atop the conveyance. Within a few seconds,
            another lurch as the horses started.
         

         
         Fenton’s carriage wasn’t opulent, but it was comfortable. Simeon had enjoyed the novelty of carriage travel, since he so seldom
            left London, and preferred to walk rather than pay for a hackney.
         

         
         And on his travels he would invariably run into someone who could use some help, so his walking ended up sometimes costing
            him more than he would have spent on hackney fare. But that was how he most wished to spend his money, so it felt good.
         

         
         Even if it meant he had very little to spare.

         
         The cushions of Fenton’s carriage were upholstered in a light tan color, while the curtains at each of the two small windows were a darker brown in a swirling pattern. The horses, the coachman had told Simeon proudly, were of good quality, not racehorse fast, but reliable and steady. Fenton had gotten the carriage, its horses, and the coachman from a gentleman who’d had a downturn in his investments. Rather than forcing the man into ruin, Fenton had taken some of his possessions, thereby relieving him of having to pay his coachman and also allowing the man to save face. 

         
         Miss Allen waved her hands in the air and chuckled in delight. “We’re off! I cannot wait to see what adventures we have!”
            she exclaimed.
         

         
         Simeon turned his head slowly to regard her. “What adventures do you anticipate, my lady?” he asked warily. “Because I am
            only willing to escort you to London. I do not want any adventures.”
         

         
         “Of course you do,” she replied, nudging his shoulder with hers. “Everyone does.”

         
         He wondered why her words sent a chill down his spine.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “Since we’re to travel together, at least for the next few days—” Myrtle began, then winced. “Oh dear. We’ll have to stop
            to rest, won’t we? Hmm. I wonder how we’ll manage that.”
         

         
         “You mean,” Mr. Jones said in a biting tone, “how we will take accommodations without drawing attention to the fact that we
            are two unmarried people traveling together with no chaperones?” He paused. “I thought you would have worked out all the details
            when you came to my bedroom at four in the morning. How disappointing to find you did not.”
         

         
         “I have misjudged you, Mr. Jones,” Myrtle replied in a bright voice. “You are quite clever, something that is rare to find
            in very attractive people. Usually they are able to sail through life just being attractive.”
         

         
         He responded to her compliment by burying his face in his hands. Odd, but she’d been accused of being odd herself, so she
            couldn’t fault him.
         

         
         “I find that most people assume I am not clever either,” she continued. “But not because I am attractive, mind you. Mostly because of my fortune.” 

         
         He snapped his face back up. “Are you intimating you’re not attractive? You’re lovely. Distinctive. You are very definitely
            you, and that is a good thing.” He jerked his chin toward her. “I would paint you as Artemisia leading her ships into battle,
            or perhaps Grace O’Malley leading her band of pirates.”
         

         
         An unexpected heat came to her cheeks. Another oddity. “Thank you,” she said hurriedly, “but that is not the point.” She would
            have to ask about those two women some other time. “People assume I have nothing more in my head than gowns and cake and marriage.”
            She paused, wrinkling her brow as she considered her own words. “I do enjoy two out of three of those things, but the enjoyment
            of what some people think are frivolous pleasures does not mean one is not capable of deep thought.”
         

         
         “So you’re saying not to judge anyone by their appearance because they could turn out to be actually intelligent?” he said
            in a dry voice.
         

         
         She turned to stare at him, speechless for possibly the first time in her life. “My goodness,” she said, when she could find
            words, “I am just as bad as those other people! I do apologize, Mr. Jones.”
         

         
         “You might as well call me Simeon.” He sounded weary. Not surprising, since both of them had been up all night. “We’re going to have to pretend to be a married couple,” he continued, startling her, “since you cannot take your own room in any of the inns we might find along the route.” His tone of voice made it sound as though he was saying they should pretend they loathed sweets, or worse yet, thought that the Pythagorean theorem was mere nonsense. 

         
         “Pretend to be . . . married?” she squeaked, then frowned, annoyed at her own reaction. “I suppose it makes a certain sort
            of sense,” she went on, as though she fluttered about pretending to be married to every man she spent time alone with. Not
            that there were very many of them; some of the servants, and several of the twenty-seven or thirty-two suitors, and those
            interludes had been blessedly brief. “I am entrusting you with my safety, after all, and you won’t get your money if I am
            hurt or injured. Which are the same thing, drat it,” she said in an irritable tone. “Spending the night together in the same
            room does sound safer than being separated.”
         

         
         He exhaled, the kind of exasperated sigh she was accustomed to hearing from Richard. “I would want your safety, my lady, more
            than I want your money.”
         

         
         “Well, either you’re lying or you’re foolish,” she pointed out. “You’ve just met me, and it’s obvious you need the money quite
            badly, or you would have never come to the estate in the first place. I might have to revise my good opinion of you.”
         

         
         He just stared at her, shaking his head.

         
         “And you should call me Myrtle,” she added.

         
         His eyes widened. “Myrtle?”

         
         “Yes, didn’t you hear my name the first two times we were introduced?” she asked sharply. Hmm, interesting that his forgetting her the first time still stung. “Myrtle. My younger brother, Joseph, calls me Turtle, but other than the rhyming bit, I am nothing like.” She began to tick items off her fingers. “I do not have a hard shell,” she said. “I prefer cake to bugs, and most importantly, I am not a reptile.” 

         
         “I see.” He spoke so seriously she wondered if he was making fun of her. But they had just met, he wouldn’t be making fun
            of her so soon, would he?
         

         
         Then again, she had burst into his bedroom, as he’d said, and insisted he take her to London, even though if they were discovered
            it would mean certain ruin for both of them.
         

         
         So perhaps he was alleviating his anxiety by teasing her.

         
         His version of eating cake, perhaps.

         
         “Myrtle,” he repeated.

         
         Her stomach growled just then, so loudly both of them could hear. She started, then glanced over at him. His handsome face
            looked shocked, but then his mouth curled up into a smile and he began to laugh, and she had no choice but to join him.
         

         
          

         Simeon hadn’t expected so many different emotions before breakfast. Which, as her stomach reminded them, should be forthcoming
            soon.
         

         
         She was fascinating, and chaotic, and he couldn’t help but be charmed by her . . . distinctive way of approaching the world. As though propositioning men in their bedrooms was a perfectly reasonable thing to do, and if they couldn’t keep up they weren’t worth her time.
         

         
         She reminded him of his fellow orphan Fenton, one of the Bastard Five, as another member Theo had dubbed them.

         
         But Fenton was a man, so his eccentricity
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