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      LONDON – APRIL, 1890

      Stephen Siddel had his hands full. More than full.

      “Sir! Fanny is hogging all the biscuits!”

      “I can’t find my other shoe, sir!”

      “Jane dipped my braid in ink!”

      “No I didn’t!”

      “Sir, it isn’t fair!”

      The second Stephen stepped into the great hall of his orphanage, chaos erupted. Without fail. It was no wonder. Two dozen girls between the ages of five and fifteen ran mad in the spacious room, finishing up their breakfasts, attempting to complete last-minute schoolwork, playing with ragged dolls or roughly-carved wooden animals, chattering up a storm, and generally behaving the way all spritely and contented children did. The pandemonium always made Stephen smile, in spite of the exhaustion it inevitably brought with it.

      “Jane, the only things that should be dipped in ink are pens,” he said, adjusting his spectacles and walking down the center aisle between two long tables and resting a hand on the shoulder of a ten-year-old with freckles and hair that was still cropped short after an unfortunate bout of lice. “Your hair will grow back in no time, so there’s no reason to be envious.”

      “Yes, sir,” the girl said with a sigh, glancing adoringly up at him.

      “And Katie, let’s work on your tattling, shall we?” he grinned at the girl with the end of her braid blackened.

      “She shouldn’t have done it,” Katie protested. Stephen gave her a frank look and her shoulders sagged. “Yes, sir.”

      Stephen walked on, “Fanny, one biscuit only until you finish your maths.” He plucked the mostly empty bowl of biscuits from the end of the table as he reached a plump eleven-year-old and her coterie of studious friends.

      “I was sharing them,” Fanny reassured him, peering up at him with moon eyes.

      “I know, sweetheart.” He rested a hand on her head before carrying the bowl on to the head table.

      “Sir, can you help me find my shoe?” a small girl named Ivy asked, tugging on the tails of his coat.

      Stephen turned to find he’d developed a small entourage of girls. They looked to him as though he held the answers to every question in the universe in his hands. “When was the last time you had two shoes?” he asked Ivy in a kind voice.

      “I don’t know.” Ivy shrugged.

      Her younger sister, Lori, slipped a sticky hand into Stephen’s and leaned against him for no apparent reason. The gesture lifted his heart, making him smile in spite of the chaos that still ruled.

      “Did you check under the stairs?” he asked. “I’ve no idea why, but missing things always seem to show up under the stairs.”

      “We didn’t check there,” Ivy admitted, filling with energy. “Come on,” she said to her friends, turning and dashing off down the aisle between tables.

      “No running,” Stephen called after them, though he might as well have been telling them not to be young.

      A game of tag had popped up on one side of the room, under the windows that beamed with morning sunshine. The sun illuminated the sad state of the great hall. It was large and bright, but half the wallpaper had peeled away months ago, leaving grubby plaster exposed. The wainscoting needed a thorough scrub, and perhaps a coat of paint. The floor was scuffed and worn. It most certainly could have used a polish. The curtains that hung from the windows—or what was left of them after the moths had had their way—were in desperate need of laundering. The entire orphanage had a run-down, drab feel to it. At least, in appearance. Stephen was fiercely proud of the fact that, underneath the wear and tear, his home, the home he’d provided for the unfortunate girls who had been cast off by an uncaring society, was filled with joy and love.

      Hard on the heels of that blissful thought came a sigh from Mrs. Ross, who was seated at the head table, several ledgers spread in front of her.

      “It’s no use, Mr. Siddel,” she said, shaking her head and rubbing her temples. “There’s far more going out than there is coming in. At this rate, we might have to shut our doors by the end of the year.”

      “We’re not going to shut our doors,” Stephen told her, still maintaining his smile. “These girls have nowhere to go and no one to care for them if not us.”

      As if to emphasize his point, a thin, tow-head girl skipped over to him, silently handing him a drawing of a bird that she’d just finished. Stephen took it, adjusted his spectacles as he glanced at it, and exaggerated his delight as he studied the drawing.

      “This is beautiful, Ginny,” he told her resting a hand on her head. “You’ve the makings of a brilliant artist.”

      Ginny smiled up at him, her two front teeth missing, then wheeled around and darted back to her place at one of the tables.

      Mrs. Ross humphed. “The way you let them waste paper is a sin. Are you aware of how much paper costs?”

      “It’s a price I’m willing to pay to foster creativity,” Stephen said, placing Ginny’s drawing on the table.

      Mrs. Ross glanced at it with a fairly impressed look, and Mrs. Ross wasn’t generally free with her praise. She had seen more than most people in her fifty years, which was reflected in her grey hair—which she still managed to style fashionably—and the lines on her face. Stephen had been lucky to find Mrs. Ross, and her daughter, Annie, when he’d inherited the building that housed the orphanage ten years ago, at the tender age of twenty. Few people would even consider hiring a former prostitute and her illegitimate daughter, especially to run an establishment meant to care for children, but Stephen had recognized the older woman’s sharp mind and savvy business sense right from the start.

      She had recognized a few key things about him as well. Things he desperately needed to keep hidden if he was to maintain his place in what passed for society in East London. She had been willing to keep his secrets right from the beginning, and he had been quick to give her a secure living and a roof over her head.

      “You’d better hope the concert at the Bardess Mansion next week brings in a flood of donations,” Mrs. Ross warned him. “We’re living hand-to-mouth as it is.”

      “We’ll be fine, Mrs. Ross,” Stephen told her with a wink. “Something always comes along to rescue us just before we’re thrown into the fire.”

      Mrs. Ross hummed doubtfully, then pulled the largest ledger closer to her. She did have a point, though. They needed to perform outstandingly at the Bardess Mansion concert so that the high and mighty of society opened their purses. The wallpaper and curtains depended on it. Although, if the concert proved to be a disappointment, Stephen had other places to turn for help. He’d already appealed to The Brotherhood and had faith that the organization would come through for him.

      Until that happened, God helped those who helped themselves.

      “Girls!” He clapped his hands, doing his best to snag the attention of the noisy, busy room. “Girls, it’s time for song practice.”

      Several of his young charges erupted into shouts of excitement. A few raced from one end of the hall to the piano in the front corner. Fanny and her group closed up their schoolbooks, stacking them neatly on the corner of the table. Katie and Jane appeared to be bickering and hadn’t paid attention to his announcement. Stephen started toward them, dodging pigtails, skirts, and giggles as the girls made their way toward the piano, where Annie Ross already sat, playing the first notes of a simple hymn. The piano was badly out of tune, but the music of a dozen young voices breaking into song was like heaven.

      That slice of heaven burst into the full glow of paradise as Stephen glanced to the doorway and spotted the most handsome gentleman he’d ever seen. He stood a little straighter and touched his spectacles to make certain he was seeing right. The man was clearly a part of the aristocracy. His clothes said as much. They were of fine fabrics and fit exquisitely, though Stephen knew he shouldn’t be studying the man’s trim waist and broad shoulders. His thoughts refused to settle as he took in the man’s dark, curly hair, sparkling, hazel eyes, and shapely lips. If he didn’t replace thought with action, he’d be in trouble before he could say “boo”.

      “Can I help you?” he asked, striding up the aisle between the tables to meet the man.

      “Yes, I’m looking for Mr. Stephen Siddel,” the gentleman said.

      Stephen’s heart flipped in his chest. Thank you, Lord. Aloud, he said, “I’m Stephen Siddel,” and extended a hand.

      The gentleman took it with a pleased grin. “Lord Maxwell Hillsboro,” he introduced himself.

      “My lord.” Stephen nodded respectfully.

      “Oh, none of that,” Lord Hillsboro laughed. “I’m barely a lord at all. Only by default. I’m a younger son, and it was only a stroke of luck that my father had a subsidiary title left over to give me the honorific. In truth, I’m desperate to get as far away from all that as possible.” He was rambling, and a charming flush splashed his cheeks.

      “I see.” Stephen smiled in spite of the voice in his head that told him to behave. Lord Hillsboro’s hand felt strong and warm in his as they shook, which made good sense hard to hold onto. The man really did have the most fetching eyes. He hadn’t had such a strong reaction to a stranger in years. “How can I help you, Lord Hillsboro?” he managed to ask.

      “Actually, I was hoping I could help you,” Lord Hillsboro said.

      Stephen’s brow inched up. The music from the other side of the room grew louder as the majority of the girls gathered around the piano to practice. Stephen glanced over his shoulder, spotting Katie and Jane still squabbling at their table.

      “Excuse me for just one moment, Lord Hillsboro. Then we can find a quieter place to speak.” Stephen held up a finger, then headed over to Katie and Jane. “Girls, it’s time for song practice,” he reminded them.

      “My hair is turning black,” Katie said with an indignant frown.

      “At least you have hair,” Jane huffed.

      “Song practice,” Stephen reminded them, tapping their shoulders to get them to stand.

      The two girls rose reluctantly from their bench, glaring at each other. Stephen escorted them away from the table and over to the piano. He checked on Lord Hillsboro, sending him an apologetic look as he did. But Lord Hillsboro looked utterly charmed by the scene. That fact did nothing to stop the pulsating feeling in his heart…and lower. He’d been around young girls too long and had grown a sentimental heart, just like them. Other parts of him were far more grown up. Parts he needed to bring in line. Lord Hillsboro would probably be appalled if he could read Stephen’s mind.

      “Sorry about that,” he apologized as he returned to the man and gestured for him to follow him down the hall to his office. “Things tend to be a bit chaotic around here in the morning.” He paused, glancing over his shoulder to the gorgeous man as he turned the corner into his shabby office. He laughed. “Things tend to be chaotic around here in the afternoon and evening too.”

      “I imagine so with a houseful of children,” Lord Hillsboro said good-naturedly. “Which is why I’m here today.”

      “Oh?” Stephen gestured for him to sit on one of the mismatched chairs in front of his desk. He would much rather have sat in a chair beside him, but protocol dictated that he hide behind the desk. Which was probably for the best, considering what just the sight of the handsome nobleman was doing to him. He straightened his glasses, then folded his hands on the top of the desk. “How can I help you?”

      “As I mentioned,” Lord Hillsboro said, sitting on the edge of his chair and leaning toward Stephen, “I am but a humble younger son of a noble family. And as such, no one has ever expected much from me.”

      “I doubt that,” Stephen smiled. Good Lord, he was flirting.

      Lord Hillsboro laughed. “Believe me. Neither my family nor anyone else has ever expected anything from me. But I expect things of myself.”

      “Oh?” Stephen was intrigued by the decisiveness in the man’s eyes.

      “Yes. I want nothing more than to create a life for myself outside of the pervue of my family, even my class, if you can believe that. I intend to use a portion of my inheritance, such as it is, to cause real good in this world,” Lord Hillsboro explained. “I want to contribute to society, not just benefit from it. I want to build something instead of just enjoying the fruits of someone else’s labor.”

      His energy was contagious. “A very admirable goal,” Stephen said, leaning in as if drawn toward him.

      “Your orphanage was suggested to me by…a friend, as a potential outlet for my charitable impulses.”

      A rush of joy filled Stephen. Suggested by a friend? Could that friend be The Brotherhood? The timing of Lord Hillsboro’s arrival coincided with his request for help. And if The Brotherhood had sent the man, it was highly likely he shared Stephen’s tastes. The possibility thrilled him. And filled him with anxiety.

      “We could certainly use help,” he said, smiling far more than he should have, but inching back as though Lord Hillsboro were fire and if he got too close he would burn. “The orphanage is home to twenty-five girls between the ages of five and fifteen. It’s quite a stretch to keep them all fed, clothed, and educated. We do our best, though.”

      “The girls I saw seem quite happy.” Lord Hillsboro grinned at him just as openly as Stephen was grinning.

      The idea that they were flirting as outrageously as any other coquettes left Stephen with a surreal feeling. “I do my best to provide a loving home for them,” he explained. “With the help of Mrs. Ross and her daughter, Annie.”

      “How long have you been running this establishment?” Lord Hillsboro asked.

      “Just over ten years. I inherited the building from an uncle. It was a boarding school before, but had closed a year or so before my uncle’s death. I intended—”

      His explanation was cut short as a small boy in a starched, navy blue uniform wandered into the room. He ignored Lord Hillsboro as he walked around the desk and hopped up onto Stephen’s lap. Once there, he rested his head against Stephen’s shoulder and poked his thumb into his mouth.

      “Hello, Jerry,” Stephen laughed, writhing awkwardly. His mood had shot into an entirely inappropriate direction as he talked with Lord Hillsboro. He desperately needed to pull himself together. Anything that split his focus away from his responsibilities to the children was dangerous, even if it was tempting. “Tired of the sisters today, are we?” he asked.

      Jerry nodded and continued sucking his thumb.

      “The sisters?” Lord Hillsboro asked.

      “The Sisters from Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow up the street,” Stephen explained. “They run an orphanage too. Very different from ours.”

      “I see.” Lord Hillsboro waved at Jerry with a friendly smile.

      “We have a bit of a rivalry,” Stephen went on. “Mostly because my methods of childrearing are quite different from those of the nuns.”

      “I can imagine,” Lord Hillsboro laughed.

      “Jerry here likes a bit of respite from the rigors of the nuns now and then.” Stephen ruffled the young boy’s hair.

      “I can imagine we all would.” Lord Hillsboro beamed, glancing up and meeting Stephen’s eyes. The mirth in those eyes was exactly what he didn’t need with a child sitting on his lap.

      “Why don’t I give you a tour of the orphanage so you can see the sorts of needs we have?” he asked, rising and setting Jerry on his feet. He had other sorts of needs he wagered Lord Hillsboro could satisfy as well. Needs he hadn’t even considered for ages. It was sheer madness for him to consider them now. He took Jerry’s hand, hoping the infusion of innocence would keep him on the straight and narrow.

      He stepped around the desk, gesturing for Lord Hillsboro to precede him out of the room. The sound of the girls practicing in the great hall filled the entire school.

      “I love music,” Lord Hillsboro said as Stephen accompanied him upstairs to show him some of the dormitories. “I always have.”

      It was another point in the man’s favor.

      “The girls are practicing for a concert next week,” Stephen said, stopping at the top of the stairs. “We’re hoping to raise funds for some essential repairs. These are the dormitories.”

      He proceeded to give Lord Hillsboro a full tour of the upstairs, explaining how what little discipline his girls had was maintained and where most of them had come from. There were far too many orphans in that section of London, and because of the reputation for kindness that his orphanage had, there were always more girls in need of homes than Stephen had room to house.

      After touring the upstairs, they moved to the ground floor and the kitchen and laundry. Jerry held Stephen’s hand the entire time, perfectly content to tag along in silence.

      “Everyone takes a turn with cooking and chores,” he explained. “Even me.”

      “You cook?” Lord Hillsboro asked, seemingly charmed.

      “And do laundry,” Stephen added with a bashful laugh. “If everyone didn’t chip in, nothing would ever get done.”

      They made their way back to the great hall, where song practice had hit some sort of a lull.

      “Oh, Mr. Siddel.” Annie jumped up from the piano bench and dodged through the girls surrounding the piano—most of whom had continued to sing even after Annie stopped playing, though not necessarily the same song. “Mr. Siddel, something must be done.”

      Annie reached him, clasping his arm and staring up at him with the same moony look that the younger girls wore.

      Stephen squirmed inwardly even more than he usually did, highly conscious of Lord Hillsboro standing beside him. “What’s wrong now, Annie?”

      “It’s the piano, Mr. Siddel. Something must be done about it,” Annie said, standing far too close. “It’s out of tune, and I’m afraid one of the strings just snapped. Middle C at that.”

      “Oh, dear,” Stephen sighed.

      “We need the piano,” Annie appealed to him, batting her eyelashes. “How could we possibly fulfill your vision for an angelic girls’ choir without it?”

      Heat rose up Stephen’s neck. He peeked sideways at an amused Lord Hillsboro, then cleared his throat. “I’ll see what I can do. For now, let’s continue with rehearsal. The concert is next week.”

      “Yes, Mr. Siddel,” Annie said. She hesitated for one moment, gazing up at him, before scurrying back through the girls to the piano.

      As soon as she started playing again, Lord Hillsboro asked in a teasing voice, “Is she your wife?”

      Stephen burst out with embarrassed laughter. “No, not at all.” He faced Lord Hillsboro more fully and said with careful deliberateness, “I’m not the marrying type.”

      Recognition lit in Lord Hillsboro’s eyes, followed by an interest and warmth that sent Stephen’s pulse racing. “Is that so?” he asked. His lips twitched and his gaze dropped to Stephen’s mouth. “I would be more than happy to pay to have the piano repaired,” he said. “Or replaced entirely. In fact, I believe I would like to finance a great many repairs that I can see your establishment needs.”

      “Did The Brotherhood send you?” Stephen asked quietly.

      Before Lord Hillsboro could answer, there was a commotion in the front hallway, followed by a woman bellowing, “All right. Where is he?”

      Stephen and Lord Hillsboro turned almost in unison as a tall nun in a drab, black habit stormed into the room.
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      Stephen Siddel was the most adorable creation Max had ever laid eyes on. Everything about the man exuded charm and sweetness, from his relaxed posture to his threadbare suit to the spectacles that framed his arresting, blue eyes. The way he interacted with the orphaned girls and Jerry warmed Max’s heart. It was clear that the children adored him, and with good reason. Stephen’s round face and gentle features made him seem younger than Max suspected he was.

      Stephen. He couldn’t possibly think of the man as Mr. Siddel or plain Siddel, like he would any other acquaintance. There was too much familiarity about the man, as if he were an instant friend to everyone he met. Or so Max thought until the nun charged into the great hall.

      “There you are,” the nun snapped, standing tall and looking down her long nose at tiny Jerry—who now pressed close to Stephen’s side as if hiding. “You are a wicked child for running away from your lessons.”

      Max’s brow flew up as the nun marched over to Stephen and grabbed one of Jerry’s hands. Jerry made a sound of protest as he was pulled away, but Stephen did nothing to stop the nun. Max considered intervening, but there was just enough kindness in the older woman’s pinched features to hold him back.

      “Sister Constance,” Stephen addressed the nun in a conciliatory tone. “You know that Jerry is welcome here whenever he wants to visit. The girls enjoy his company, as do I.”

      “I like Jerry,” one of the older girls interjected, inching closer to the confrontation.

      “We all do,” an older woman in plain clothes and an elaborate hairstyle added, stepping up to Stephen’s side. She crossed her arms and stared at Sister Constance with narrowed eyes.

      Max subtly shifted a hand to cover his mouth, as he was sorely tempted to laugh, or at least grin, at the scene. There was clearly no love lost between the older woman, who had taken sides with Stephen, and the nun.

      Sister Constance proved his suspicion by tilting her head up and sniffing. “I absolutely forbid any of the young souls in my charge to sully their souls by spending even a minute under the same roof as a woman like you, Mrs. Ross.”

      Mrs. Ross didn’t look impressed by the insult. “It’s a damn sight better than them being stuffed and starched and forced to stand in rows or kneel on stones to say fruitless prayers by the likes of you.”

      “Ungodly abomination,” Sister Constance hissed, pressing a hand to her heart.

      “Uptight bitch,” Mrs. Ross sneered in return.

      Several of the girls who had gathered around gasped at Mrs. Ross’s expletive and burst into giggles. Max had a hard time containing his mirth. Particularly since Stephen seemed to be enjoying the exchange on some level. He, too, had covered his mouth with one hand to hide an obvious grin. His eyes sparkled with humor behind his spectacles. Best of all, he shot a glance Max’s way that made him feel as though they were watching the comedy together. That moment of connection sent Max’s head spinning and his blood pulsing.

      “Mr. Siddel, will you stand here and allow your employees to speak to a servant of God in this way?” Sister Constance boomed, turning to Stephen.

      “Don’t you go waving your god at me,” Mrs. Ross countered before Stephen could answer. “What has He done for me lately? What has He done for any of these girls but set them down in a world that sees them as animals, simply because they are poor and female?”

      Max lowered his hand and stared at Mrs. Ross in surprise. She had a good point—one that hit rather close to home, when all was said and done. How many times had he wondered about God’s purpose in making him the way he was?

      “The poor will be with us always,” Sister Constance said, standing taller. “And womankind is made to atone for Eve’s sin.”

      “Balderdash,” Mrs. Ross huffed. “You should know better.”

      “I know that salvation comes through the Lord, not your arrogant insistence on your own superiority,” Sister Constance flung back at her.

      Mrs. Ross let out a sharp laugh and crossed her arms. “You think I’m the one who has always thought herself superior?”

      “Aren’t you?” Sister Constance fired back.

      Max glanced back and forth between the women as though watching a tennis match.

      “You’ve been a pain in my arse since we were girls,” Mrs. Ross sneered.

      “You only think that because Mama loved me more.”

      Max nearly choked on the sudden revelation, or rather, on the laughter the revelation sparked in him. No wonder Stephen looked so amused by the confrontation. “The two of you are sisters?” Max asked.

      “We were sisters,” Sister Constance said, her superior manner growing even more pronounced. “The only sisters I have now are my sisters in Christ.”

      “And I wouldn’t lay claim to sharing blood with her for all the tea in China,” Mrs. Ross said.

      Max was at a loss for words. He’d been told that Stephen Siddel’s orphanage was unique by the agent in The Brotherhood who had recommended the place as something he could invest his charitable inclinations in, but he’d had no idea he’d take to the place so instantly.

      Stephen cleared his throat, taking charge of the situation. “Again, Sister Constance, I apologize for luring Jerry away from his studies.”

      Max arched an eyebrow. As far as he could see, Stephen had no reason to apologize, nor had he lured anyone. The fact that he was willing to take the high road only raised Max’s estimation of his character.

      “You and the Sisters are doing important work,” Stephen went on.

      “Work which you are seeking to undermine, sir,” Sister Constance snarled.

      Stephen flinched in surprise, the expression making him look even younger. “I beg your pardon?” Hints of steel resolve were suddenly visible under the kindness of his outward expression. Hints that made Max grin all over again. Apparently, kindness was only one facet of Stephen Siddel’s character.

      “The Sisters of Perpetual Sorrow depend on the Bardess Mansion concert every year to raise funds,” Sister Constance went on, swaying closer to Stephen as if she could intimidate him. Indeed, Max suddenly realized that the nun was just as tall as Stephen, and Stephen was a few inches taller than him. “You and your ragamuffins have swept in and stole our potential funding.”

      Understanding seemed to dawn in Stephen’s expression and he relaxed by a hair. “My girls were invited to participate in the concert, Sister. I can assure you, I did not seek the event out from any malicious intent.”

      “I seriously doubt that,” Sister Constance said with a humorless laugh. “It would be just like her to try to undermine me at every turn.” She sent a seething glance to Mrs. Ross.

      “I know the Bardess family,” Max said, wary about cutting into the conversation, but eager to defend Stephen in every way. “They have buckets of money to give, as do their friends. I’m certain there is enough for everyone.”

      Sister Constance glanced to him as if noticing him for the first time. “And who, pray tell, are you?”

      “This is Lord Maxwell Hillsboro,” Stephen said, gesturing toward Max with a smile that made Max feel like the angel atop a Christmas tree. “He has come to investigate the orphanage as a potential donor.”

      Sister Constance studied Max as though he were an escapee from Bedlam. “You wish to give money to this den of misconduct?” she asked, incredulous.

      “In fact, I do.” Max glanced sideways at Stephen as though they were comrades on the same team sharing an old joke. He certainly felt like he’d known Stephen for years, even though they’d only just met. That feeling came as a surprise and a delight, and Max intended to grab hold of it and not let go. It was a rare and precious thing for him to feel so relaxed around anyone, let alone a stranger.

      Sister Constance huffed and shook her head. “Be it on your head then, my lord. But you should know that Mr. Siddel runs this establishment with appalling laxity. There isn’t a shred of discipline among his charges. They are wild and wicked, and none of them will ever amount to any good.”

      Around the edges of the confrontation, the girls who had gathered to watch the encounter gaped and squeaked in indignation, folding their arms and, in a few cases, stamping their feet or sticking their tongues out at the nun.

      “You see?” Sister Constance gestured to one of the girls sticking out her tongue—whose braid was black with ink on the end—as proof of her claims. “Wild beasts, all of them. And who is to blame for that?” She sent a pointed look to Stephen before turning it on Mrs. Ross.

      “The girls in my care are happy and healthy,” Stephen said, once again projecting kindness over iron-hard resolve. “My methods may be different than yours—”

      “To say the least,” Sister Constance snorted.

      “—but they are effective.” Stephen turned to Max. “I’ve been running this orphanage for ten years, and in all that time, every one of the girls who has reached an age where she can set out on her own has managed to find gainful employment, to stay honest and true, and to make more of herself than the lot that life handed to her.”

      “I’d say that’s a glowing sign of success,” Max said. He had a feeling anyone that spent more than a few minutes under Stephen’s care would come out wanting to make the world a better place, if only for him. Max himself already felt a deep compulsion to create a world of happiness worthy of the goodness that radiated from Stephen.

      Sister Constance shook her head. “Men,” she huffed. “You know nothing about raising children. They need discipline and God.”

      “Like we had?” Mrs. Ross drawled.

      “If we had been reared with rules and a respect for God, you wouldn’t have ended up making a living on your back,” Sister Constance hissed.

      “What does making a living on your back mean?” one of the girls asked.

      Stephen’s face went bright red, which did nothing to help Max keep his composure. Sister Constance seemed to remember that they had an audience. She, too, flushed and looked ashamed.

      “Never you mind, Betsy,” Mrs. Ross said. “It’s not something you’re going to do in any case.”

      “I’ll tell you later,” one of the older girls whispered to Betsy. The others instantly looked at her like she was their leader.

      “You will not,” Stephen said with firmness and affection. “In fact, I think after our lessons this afternoon we’ll all sit down and remind ourselves about good behavior and how we should be treating each other.” He looked especially at a short-haired girl who stood next to the girl whose braid was black on the end.

      Max spotted a pair of scissors in the short-haired girl’s hands. She raised them toward the other girl’s braid. He cleared his throat and stepped closer to her, holding out his hand. The short-haired girl was stunned at having been caught and dutifully handed the scissors to him. At the same time, she seemed impressed that he had noticed her mischief.

      “I think we’ve spent quite enough time here,” Sister Constance said, tugging Jerry—who had watched the entire confrontation in silence, holding Sister Constance’s hand with one hand and sucking his other thumb—closer and starting toward the door. “But don’t think that things are resolved between us, Mr. Siddel. We will discuss the concert later.”

      Max watched the woman leave. As soon as she was gone, the girls who had gathered to watch the scene disbursed, taking seats at the long tables in the center of the room, returning to the piano, or running as though they’d been given leave to play.

      “She always was a wet blanket,” Mrs. Ross grumbled, turning back toward the front of the room. She paused as she turned, eyeing Max up and down. “You’re a sight for these old eyes,” she said with a saucy grin. “Back in my heyday, I’d have eaten you for breakfast.”

      Max choked on a laugh as she sauntered off to the head table. He had no doubt that she’d meant her words literally.

      “My apologies for Mrs. Ross,” Stephen said, his cheeks as pink and his expression as embarrassed as ever. “She speaks her mind.”

      “I’ll say she does.” Max grinned, closing the distance between the two of them. “I found it rather refreshing.”

      “You did?” Stephen’s brow inched up in surprise. “People usually find Mrs. Ross to be a shock to the system.”

      Max shrugged. “Sometimes we need a shock to push us out of the ruts in our roads.”

      “And are you in a rut?” Stephen asked, a warmer quality entering his smile. “Is that why The Brotherhood directed you to our humble establishment?”

      Max heard all the layers of Stephen’s question and grinned. “To answer that, yes, The Brotherhood sent me. As I mentioned, I’m a boring, younger son intent on breaking away from an old, aristocratic family. I’m too low down on the list to end up with a seat in Lords, I’m not clever enough to enter the law, and I’m too wicked to consider the cloth.”

      Stephen’s eyes lit up at the suggestion of wickedness.

      Max went on with a shrug. “Neither am I the sort to be idle, though. Not like my brother, George. I must be active, and since I’ve had no luck at all finding a cause that interests me through the usual channels, I sought out the advice of The Brotherhood.” He paused, almost certain he knew which way the wind was blowing, but eager to be absolutely sure, before asking, “I take it you’re a member as well?”

      “I am,” Stephen answered with a smile that bored straight into Max’s core. “I have been for years. They’ve been exceptionally helpful in enabling me to keep the doors of this place open, both in terms of donations and legal advice.”

      Max’s smile widened. “Don’t tell me you’ve actually had the pleasure of doing business with Dandie & Wirth.”

      Stephen met his smile as though they suddenly shared a commonality that tied them together even more closely. “I have. Though it was quite some time ago. I doubt they’d remember me.”

      “They’re extraordinary, aren’t they?”

      “I’ve never met anyone like them,” Stephen said. The light in his eyes shifted slightly and he lowered his head just a bit. “Well, until now.”

      Max’s insides began to dance a jig. The last thing he’d expected to find himself doing when visiting an all-girls’ orphanage was flirting shamelessly with its owner and headmaster. He certainly wasn’t the type to engage in any sort of naughty behavior without thoroughly knowing a man, and only then in an absolutely private setting. But there was something about Stephen Siddel that tickled his fancy, and a few other things.

      “Remind me to thank the bloke who gave me your name,” he said, taking a risk and brushing Stephen’s arm lightly. “I think this is just the sort of place I’d like to become more involved with.” He raised his eyes to meet Stephen’s, making it as clear as possible that he wanted to become more involved with him. And why not? Stephen was a delight, and if Max was right, he was interested.

      “The orphanage could use whatever help you’d like to give, my lord.” Stephen’s use of the title set Max’s teeth on edge. So did the fact that he stepped back slightly. Had he read the signals wrong?

      “My friends call me Max,” he said.

      “And am I your friend already?” The hope in Stephen’s eyes was sweet and irresistible.

      “I think we’ve been friends for ages without even knowing it,” Max replied.

      “It’s good to have friends,” Stephen said, then hesitated, glancing down to the floor. “Sometimes life feels very lonely.”

      There was no mistaking his meaning. Life could be lonely for men like them. Which was why he felt so willing and eager to rush into temptation, knowing the dangers it presented.

      “I have to go now,” he said, taking a reluctant step away. “But I’ll return soon.”

      “You will?” Stephen looked both delighted and slightly wary at the prospect.

      “Of course,” Max said. “I don’t intend simply to throw money at the orphanage. I’d like to be involved as well. I have two hands, after all, and they’re perfectly capable of hanging wallpaper—” he nodded at the wall, “—or repairing furniture or polishing floors.” They were good at a few other things as well, but time would tell whether he would get a chance to show those skills. “If you don’t mind,” he added quickly.

      “Mind?” Stephen laughed. “I would be eternally grateful. We need all the help we can get.”

      Max grinned. “You have that help in me, then. Until tomorrow.”

      He winked, not trusting himself to reach out and shake Stephen’s hand in that moment. He had a feeling that if he touched Stephen, he wouldn’t be able to bring himself to leave. As it was, the temptation to rush headlong into Stephen Siddel’s life and his world was almost irresistible.
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      Stephen felt the effects of Lord Hillsboro’s—or rather, Max’s—visit almost immediately. The very next day, an astounding cheque was delivered to the orphanage from Max’s bank along with a note: “It isn’t much, but it’s a start.”

      In fact, it was more than a start. The orphanage hadn’t seen that large a donation in years. Stephen took the cheque immediately to his bank for deposit. On the way home from his errand, he stopped by a bakery to purchase four dozen sweet rolls and the haberdasher to buy several spools of ribbon. The frivolous expense was worth it for the sight of Jane tying a ribbon in her cropped hair and staring at her reflection in one of the dirty windows with joy instead of despair.

      Max had made it all possible. He had put smiles on the faces of Stephen’s girls and ignited something far less innocent within Stephen. It was madness, but he couldn’t stop thinking of the man. He couldn't get the memory of Max’s mischievous eyes or his open nature out of his head. They barely knew each other. They hadn’t spent more than an hour in each other’s company. In spite of his protests, Max was of a higher station than Stephen could ever hope to be, though his own background was respectable enough. It was like Stephen had discovered for the first time how delightful it was to fancy someone.

      Which terrified him. Having his head turned meant he wasn’t keeping both eyes on his girls. They were his responsibility, his life. Woeful past experience had taught him that if he didn’t pay single-minded attention to his charges, if he put himself first and indulged in a flirtation of his own, they could end up in danger. He would never be able to shake the memory of Alice who, at the tender age of fourteen, had found herself a beau while he was carrying on with a clerk who worked for a shipping company near the docks. Alice’s flirting with the young man on the street had turned to sneaking out at night. Clandestine visits had resulted in Alice getting with child at too young an age. She and the baby had died in a horrific birth that still woke him up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, even though it had happened eight years ago. He’d failed his girls once by putting himself first. He would never do it again.

      Or so he’d thought until Maxwell Hillsboro had walked into his orphanage, all smiles and teasing, looking like Adonis reborn.

      “You seem awfully sunny these days,” Annie commented as Stephen attempted to usher the girls from the great hall to the two classrooms at the back of the building for their daily lessons a few days after Max’s initial visit. “I haven’t seen you smile so much since that couple from Kent adopted Mary Louise.” She dodged around two girls racing down the hall, swaying closer to Stephen.

      “It’s springtime,” Stephen said, sighing happily. “The sun is shining, the garden is starting to bloom, and we have a chance of financial security for a change.” Thanks to Max. Thanks to the orphanage’s handsome, endearing patron. But Annie didn’t need to know the real reason for his good mood.

      Annie inched closer to him, batting her eyelashes as she glanced up at him. Her cheeks were pink and her brown eyes glowed with admiration. “I like to see you smile, Mr. Siddel. It does my heart good.”

      Prickles of awkward warning broke out down Stephen’s back. He stepped away from Annie, pretending to be shooing the last of the girls coming out of the great hall along to the classrooms. “Life is better when we all smile,” he told her. “And security is a certain recipe for happiness.”

      “I can think of other things that make people happy.” Annie followed him down the hall. She stopped too close by his side as he peered into the first classroom to make certain Miss Brooks—a former resident who had gone on to teacher’s college and who now worked for the orphanage as an instructor—had her class of younger students in hand.

      Stephen’s smile turned uncomfortable as he turned his head to study Annie. “That’s the joyful thing about the world,” he said. “There are so many things that can bring us happiness. We have but to seek them out with an open heart and they will come to us.”

      His mind and heart filled with Max—bringing joy and wariness—but right away he realized he’d said the wrong thing. Annie leaned closer to him, her eyes filling with stars as she pressed a hand to her heart.

      “You’re so right, Mr. Siddel,” she said breathlessly.

      Stephen cleared his throat and stepped away from her, ostensibly to check on the second classroom, where Mrs. Ross was settling the older girls into their lessons. It was his fault that Annie had the wrong end of the stick. He’d known almost from the start that she fancied him. Anyone with eyes could see it. It was also his fault that she persisted in her delusions that there could ever be anything between them. The practical voice in the back of Stephen’s head told him that Annie could be a perfect escape if anyone ever seriously questioned his nature and therefore his fitness to own and operate an orphanage. She’d marry him in a heartbeat if he needed her to. But the very thought made him sick with guilt. She had no idea how uninterested he was and would always be. He was reasonably certain she didn’t know men like him even existed.

      “What do you have planned for this afternoon’s music lessons?” he asked, hoping to refocus her energy into something that would give her confidence instead of crushing her.

      “Yes, I would like to know the same thing,” said an unfamiliar woman’s voice.

      Stephen flinched and glanced down the hall to find a lady dressed to the nines in the latest fashions posed regally in the front hall. She looked utterly out of place in her butter yellow day dress, plumed hat, and diamond brooch as she stood between rows of ragged and threadbare coats hung on pegs on either side of the hall. Her haughty expression was at odds with the orphanage’s humble appearance as well.

      Stephen broke away from Annie, striding down the hall to greet the woman. “Hello,” he said, feeling as awkward as he usually did when faced with a woman of the aristocracy. “I’m Stephen Siddel, owner of this establishment. And you are?”

      “Lady Bardess,” the woman said, holding out a gloved hand as though offering Stephen alms.

      Stephen adjusted his presentation to something more in line with what the woman probably expected, though his mouth twitched into a wry grin as he did so. He’d never cared much for titles or protocol, but years of depending on the generosity of the high and mighty had taught him to play the part.

      “Lady Bardess, you honor us with your presence today,” he said, taking her hand and bowing over it. Immediately, he wondered what Max would think of his nearly comical show of deference.

      He straightened, pushing that thought aside. Indulging in fantasies was a horrible way to run what amounted to a business.

      “I have been warned that your ragged orphan girls are not the sort of entertainment I should include in my upcoming concert, Mr. Siddel,” Lady Bardess said, tilting her head up and sniffing at him. “I came to investigate whether that is true.”

      Stephen managed to keep his benign smile in place even as he clenched his jaw in frustration. He pushed his spectacles farther up his nose as he stood straighter. “I would be delighted to give you a tour of the place to reassure you that you have been misinformed,” he said. Misinformed by Sister Constance, no doubt. Bless her, but the nun seemed intent on starting a war.

      Lady Bardess tilted her chin up even higher. “Yes, I think a tour is necessary at this point. I am loath to bring dirty little urchins into my home.”

      Sour dislike filled Stephen’s gut the way it did every time someone disparaged his girls. He had half a mind to cancel his girls’ participation in the concert then and there. With Max’s money, their needs were taken care of. But it would have been foolish to bite a hand he might need to feed his girls in the future.

      “Right this way, my lady,” he said, pretending good cheer and command as he escorted Lady Bardess down the hall toward the classrooms. “The girls have just begun their lessons.”

      Annie fell
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