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      What’s a man to do when a tiny baby is dropped at his door?

      

      Lord Griswold Smith isn’t exactly genteel, despite his title of lord. Gris is a hard-hitting, gin-making, gaming hell-running, cursing and spitting giant of a man. Who would even leave a baby in his care? But one look at that sweet little face and he knows he can’t let the babe die. He’ll find her mother, return her whence she came, and go back to his derelict life. Until he can track down the fool of a woman who dropped tiny Rose off to begin with, he’ll need help. A temporary nanny should do the trick.

      

      Her new employer is an absolute beast…

      

      But she’s as desperate as a woman can be. Which is why Miss Violet Chase accepts the nanny position, even though Lord Griswold is as large and imposing as a man comes. With her father’s imprisonment, she has no alternative. And besides, the first time she sees Gris’s massive arms wrapped around a tiny little baby, something deep inside her shifts.

      

      And when the demons of her father’s past come knocking, suddenly a large and intimidating man is exactly what she needs. Is he strong enough to beat back the world that wishes to swallow her whole, all while holding a tiny babe in his arms? And how might it feel to be held in that same way? She’d like to find out…
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      The sun had just begun to lighten the sky when Reynalda Pierce stepped onto King Street. She shivered in the cold and pulled her shawl tighter, hitching the basket that she carried higher on her arm.

      No good deeds were ever done at this hour.

      She knew the street well enough, having come to this part of Cheapside to see a client a year before. He’d paid highly enough that she hadn’t needed to work for a solid month. Which was a detail of note, unfortunately for him.

      The time lapse had been just long enough for her to realize, a month later, that she carried his child. She’d come back to this street half a dozen times to tell him so, but she’d lost her nerve every time and returned to her tiny room on the East End of London without a word to the man who’d fathered her daughter.

      She knew it was wrong, not telling him, but she’d also been acquainted with enough men to know that they didn’t always take kindly to unwanted children. So she’d determined to raise the child on her own—an ill-fated plan, to say the least.

      The baby had come, a perfect little girl with ten tiny fingers and ten sweet toes, sleepy eyes, and a shock of black hair that looked just like her papa’s. Reynalda remembered that about him. The dark hair and eyes and a powerful body that despite his strength, hadn’t been harsh or cruel. In fact, he’d been surprisingly gentle, kind even, despite his rough exterior.

      Worries aside, she knew she’d made the right choice this cold morning in December despite the fog that cast its eerie shadow on London.

      She wrapped the blankets tighter about her perfect Rose and tucked her deeper into the basket. “Your papa is a good man, I think,” she whispered to the drowsy child. “Healthy and strong, not like your mama.” Two tears slid down Reynalda’s face as she stared down at the innocent face of her daughter. “I’ve left a note for you explaining that I love you, my sweet girl. Grow up big and strong. You have a bright future ahead.”

      Rose didn’t make a peep at Reynalda’s plea, the tightly swaddled blankets having lulled the baby to sleep. The night’s chill still hung in the air. Christmastide was coming.

      But Rose would be warm enough. Reynalda had used every last blanket she possessed to wrap the baby in warmth. Pulling her shawl even tighter about her own shoulders, Reynalda suppressed the cough that beat in her chest. It would do no good to be discovered now.

      She hated to leave Rose, but she couldn’t stay. Reynalda had no future to offer her beautiful daughter, and so with one last glance at her perfect little face, she turned and slipped down the street in the dark, saying a prayer for her sweet baby girl.
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      Gris woke to a familiar sound—his brother Fulton cursing like a sailor. “What the ever-loving fucking Christ is this fucking doing—”

      Gris rolled over to return to sleep, unconcerned by the litany of profanity. The language was expected. Fulton was a sailor, after all. Technically, he was a smuggler who sailed regularly to pick up product, but he spent most of his time around criminals, gamblers, or seamen and so his mouth was foul. To be fair, Gris’s wasn’t much better.

      “Gris,” his brother roared, likely from the bottom of the stairs. “Get your lazy fucking ass—”

      Fulton was cut off by a mournful wail that made Gris bolt into a sitting position in his bed. “What was that?”

      Fulton didn’t answer. Instead, the crying continued, punctuated by the thunderous falls of Fulton’s feet stomping up the stairs.

      A moment later the door burst open, crashing into the wall. Fulton stood in the hall, feet planted wide and a murderous expression on his face. His hands were in front of his body, held out as far from his person as they might reach, a basket dangling from his closed fist.

      Gris jumped from the bed, shirtless and still a bit dazed from sleep. “Fulton?”

      In answer, Fulton strode into the room, his nostrils flared and his lip curled. “Special delivery for you.” Fulton’s tone held a note of worry that Gris had never heard before. Alarming, considering the amount of trouble the other Smith regularly found himself in.

      “What’s for me? What delivery? I’m not expecting anything…” He looked down at the basket, his mind grappling with the noise he heard. A goat? Kittens? For a second, he scrubbed his face, trying to think, but his brain was so muddled, it just didn’t work. He’d taken the earlier shift at the gaming hell they owned and operated and then he’d come home and gotten good and drunk.

      He was not exactly certain why he’d overindulged. Perhaps because it was Tuesday? Or was it Wednesday? Whatever the day, he couldn’t quite calm the restless feeling that had been rising in him like the tide.

      He liked the club just fine, liked his side business of making gin for the club. It had a precision that the rest of his life lacked, and he found it…soothing. It had been his escape for most of his adult life.

      Until a few months prior, his entire family had lived in their town house, five brothers and two sisters. But now, several of his siblings had married and most had moved away to the four corners of England. And now that they were gone, if he were being completely honest, he missed them.

      Especially his sisters Mirabelle and Anna. Mirabelle had married, but Anna had just traveled off with his eldest brother to be safe. Their gaming hell had brought as much trouble as it had money.

      The trouble he could handle, but the threat to his family—that was a problem that needed solving. Quickly. Not that he’d made a hell of a lot of progress, but he was trying.

      His father, the Earl of Easton, likely would have told Gris that, as usual, he wasn’t trying hard enough. He scrubbed his face, attempting to focus on the present. He and his siblings were the bastard children of the Earl of Easton, and the world was a cold, hard place for children born out of wedlock. For all children, really.

      “Are you listening?” Fulton barked.

      Had his brother been talking? “What time is it?”

      “I don’t know. Six.”

      “In the morning?” No wonder his mind wasn’t working. He’d likely only been asleep for a few hours and he’d had an excessive amount of gin.

      “Yes, in the morning,” Fulton spat, holding the basket up higher. “What does it matter what time it is?”

      “Because…” But he stopped talking as his gaze caught the letter that was pinned to the side of the basket. In a very neat scrawl was written his name…

      

      Lord Griswold Smith

      

      And then he looked in the basket and the source of the noise became clear. In the folds of the blankets was a squalling baby, its face screwed up and wrinkled as shrieks sounded from its lips.

      “What the—”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Fulton said with a nod and then set the basket on the floor, turning toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” he yelled at his brother, panic rising in him at the idea of being left alone with the squalling child. He’d helped care for his sisters, but that had been when both girls were older. Mira was only a few years younger than him and Anna five years his junior.

      “I’m leaving,” Fulton said over his shoulder. “That thing is addressed to you.”

      He stepped around the basket, chasing after his brother. “Fulton. You can’t leave. What the hell am I supposed to do with it?”

      Fulton spun, his massive shoulders barely fitting in the doorframe, and ran a hand through his dark hair. “How am I supposed to know? They don’t teach baby care on ships or in gaming hells.”

      Gris looked back at the basket and widened his eyes as the keening cry rose to a new, more ear-piercing pitch.

      More boots sounded on the steps and their cook appeared behind Fulton. “What on God’s green earth is making that racket?”

      Relief at the sight of the crotchety old woman made Gris’s shoulders slump. Surely, Mrs. Mable knew how to make a baby stop crying. “Mrs. Mable, I’m going to need—”

      She raised a finger, silencing him. “I don’t take care of babies.”

      “But—” He held out his hands. “It’s crying.”

      “Where did it come from?” she asked, scowling at the basket as she continued to hide behind Fulton.

      “Found it on the front stoop when I came in from my late shift at Hell’s Corner. It’s got a note with Gris’s name on it.”

      Mrs. Mable stretched up even further to look over Fulton’s shoulder. “So it does.”

      Gris turned to look at the wailing child. “It’s not mine.”

      “How do you know?” Fulton reasoned, cocking his head to the side. “Perhaps you should look at the letter.”

      He didn’t want to. Reading that letter seemed a bit like claiming the child, but he found himself crouching down and plucking the paper from the pin.

      And with each word he read, his head pounded a bit more. Rose. That was her name. Without thinking, he lay a hand on the baby’s chest, giving her an awkward pat to attempt to soothe the little thing. The crying was near splitting his head in two.

      Immediately, tiny hands emerged from the blankets, each wrapping about one of his fingers as she pulled his hand toward her mouth. He dropped the letter and the crying instantly stopped, a mouth opening wide as she stuck his middle finger into her little mouth and began to suck.

      His eyes widened at the pressure. “Strong little thing.”

      “It’s crying because it’s hungry,” Mrs. Mable said with a nod. “There is a woman who lives next door to me down on Fletcher Street that just lost a wee one. I bet she’d wet nurse for you.”

      “Wet nurse?” They were talking about hiring help now? This baby didn’t even belong here, no matter what that note said. “Why would I hire a wet nurse for some stranger’s baby?”

      “Going to let it starve?” Fulton asked, a crease on his brow.

      “You could leave it out on the stoop,” Mrs. Mable added. “It’s a regular occurrence where I’m from.”

      His lip curled in distaste. “Surely, there is someplace we can take the baby. Someone will care for her.”

      “I doubt it,” Mrs. Mable said. “Or else why would so many people just leave them to die of exposure?”

      Was that pitch of his stomach the gin or did it offend him to think of people doing such a thing to a defenseless little creature?

      Not that he wanted to keep it. He needed to find this baby’s mother. Return the child to her caring arms. But until then… “Contact the wet nurse,” he said, reaching into the basket and pulling the baby from the blankets, awkwardly bringing the little thing to his chest.

      She nuzzled down into him in the sweetest way, her silky cheek brushing his much rougher skin. Rose cooed as she curled into him, unlike any touch he’d ever known. The only other comparable embrace had been from one of his sister’s cats.

      “Fulton, can you bring me paper and the inkwell?”

      “Who are you going to write to?” he asked, moving closer, clearly more interested in having his curiosity satisfied about the baby than he was in completing the requested task.

      “You are going to write to our brothers. They’re all married. And we have two sisters. One of the women will know what to do.”

      Fulton nodded. “That’s right. If we’re going to be saddled with all these women, they might as well be of use.”

      Mrs. Mable’s hand came out, rapping the back of Fulton’s head. No woman had ever treated Fulton so coarsely, but she was magic in the kitchen and apparently, Fulton would allow all sorts of abuse for kidney pie.

      “How do you even know the babe is or isn’t yours?” Mrs. Mable asked as the baby took a fistful of his chest hair and gave it a hard yank.

      He looked at the letter again, knowing he needed to finish reading it. But the first lines were already burned into his brain.

      

      You might not remember me, Lord Griswold. I was only here the once, a year ago. But you’ve irrevocably changed my life, and our little Rose can’t be undone. I can’t care for her. Not the way she deserves and so I apologize, but I’m irrevocably changing your life now. I hope you will understand why I didn’t tell you sooner. It’s not an easy thing to share, especially when you’re a woman like me.

      

      Yes. He would read the rest of this woman’s letter later. After he’d solved the baby crisis. Had he been missing his family? He took it back. Now he just wanted his gin and his gaming hell.

      But as Rose cooed softly in his arms, her mouth searching his chest, he had a feeling that his life was never going to be the same again.
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      A fortnight later…

      

      “Quit?” Gris asked, staring at Fulton. They stood in the hall just outside the kitchen, Rose lying in her basket at Fulton’s feet. “What do you mean Mrs. Mason quit? She only worked here for three days.”

      “Why are you asking me to explain what that woman was thinking?” Fulton said with a shrug. “I’m not a mind reader, you know.”

      Gris stared at his brother. He’d only left for a few hours to attempt to find Rose’s mother. But it was damned hard to track down the woman when he could hardly leave the house. He’d attempted to hire three nannies in the past two weeks, none of whom stayed longer than a few days.

      Still, the familiar beat of failure thudded in his chest. His father was likely having a good laugh in hell. Couldn’t find Rose’s mother, couldn’t hire a nanny.

      The first nanny had been caught dead drunk while on duty, having discovered his gin operation in one of the rooms off the kitchen, and the second had tried to snatch the silver. Now he’d lost a third. The entire situation was unsustainable.

      Fulton needed to return to Italy for another shipment of wine, which meant that Gris would have to return to the club. And what would he do with Rose?

      “Just send her to Mrs. Burton,” Mrs. Mable called from the kitchen. “And get the little bug out of our hair.”

      Mrs. Burton was the wet nurse who’d come over three times a day to feed Rose. In between, Gris used a contraption to give Rose goat milk to supplement Mrs. Burton’s feedings. If Rose went to stay with the other woman, she could be fed round the clock by the wet nurse and Gris could work. It was the best idea and one he might have to resort to, but it made his gut churn with dissatisfaction. “Her house is dirty, and she is rank.” He’d never been one to mince words.

      Mrs. Mable pursed her lips, and he was fairly certain she mumbled something like, “The baby would be cared for. Isn’t that what you want?” But he didn’t say more because Rose began to fuss.

      Reaching down into the basket, he picked her up and brought her to his chest, tucking her head under his chin. Gris was a large man by any standards, which meant that Rose’s entire body fit on his forearm alone and he used his size to wrap her up in a snug embrace. “Don’t cry, princess. Gris is here.”

      The note that had accompanied Rose had been signed only with the initials R.P., which made tracking down Rose’s mother more challenging. But he’d finally remembered the brothel where he’d hired her—a place not too far from the East India Company docks that touted finer ladies.

      The madam there knew exactly who he’d meant, a woman named Reynalda who’d claimed to be a baronet’s daughter. She’d spoken fine enough, the madam had said with a harrumph, and Reynalda had been pretty, but she’d only taken a few customers, just enough to keep her in food and shelter.

      Gris understood without asking that the madam had not appreciated Reynalda’s pickiness.

      But his heart had sunk. If her clients were few and far between, did that mean that Rose really was his? Or had she thought him the wealthiest of her clients so she’d tossed Rose at him?

      He softly shushed and Rose ceased fussing, lulling to sleep in his arms. She’d grown increasingly fussy over the past two weeks, and he worried he wasn’t taking good enough care of her but then reminded himself that she wasn’t his to take care of. She belonged to Reynalda. He’d find the woman soon enough and then discover why she’d dropped Rose at his door.

      But a nagging worry pulled at his gut. What if he never found her? What did he do then?

      His life was hardly suited for a baby. He’d just been hoping to take good care of her until her mother could be found again.

      Did the woman need money? That he had. Enough anyway. He’d saved a decent sum from the gaming hell, with more on the way. His hand spread out over Rose’s back, his palm covering the entirety of her trunk, and she let out a sweet little sigh.

      He shook his head as a tiny fist curled against his chest. Who was Rose’s mother?

      He closed his eyes, trying to remember anything about her. It had been a single night a year ago, as unmemorable as an experience like that could be, and so not a single feature came to mind. He frowned.

      The kitchen door opened, a gust of cold air traveling through the kitchen and into the hall. Rose gave a squawk of dissatisfaction and, without thinking, he curled her closer, covering the back of her head with his other hand. She needed more bonnets. He’d already replaced all the blankets and gotten her warmer buntings.

      “Gris?” a deep male voice rumbled.

      He looked up to see his brother Triston in the kitchen with an auburn-haired woman at his side. “This must be your new bride,” he said by way of answer, studying the beautiful woman with a large open smile who looked back at him.

      “I’m Emma,” the beauty answered, her eyes twinkling in a way that made Gris like her immediately. “Who is this?”

      “Please tell us, who is this?” Triston repeated, his brows up so high, they practically disappeared into his hairline.

      “That is Rose,” Fulton answered for him. “Gris’s supposed daughter.”

      “You are jesting,” Triston growled out, pulling to his full height. All the Smith men were large, but Triston was the biggest, a pugilist by trade. Luckily, Gris was only the slightest bit smaller and not afraid of his brother in the least. He’d beaten Triston as many times as Triston had beaten him.

      “Does me holding a baby seem like a joke to you?” he snarled back, but Rose stirred in his arms, and he softened his voice. “I’m trying to find her mother.”

      “Find her mother?” Triston said even louder. “What do you mean, find her mother? Is she lost?”

      “Left the thing on the doorstep in a basket. Do you know how loud babies are?” Fulton continued. “All she does is cry. Two weeks, ceaseless crying. All day while I’m trying to sleep. It’s unbearable.”

      Gris began to wonder if Fulton was the reason Mrs. Mason had quit. “Fulton. What did you say to Mrs. Mason this morning?”

      “Nothing,” Fulton answered. “Other than that she needed to do her fucking job—”

      “Fulton,” Triston barked at the youngest Smith brother. “Mind your tongue in front of my wife.”

      “She’s one of those, is she?” Fulton asked with a grimace.

      “One of what?” Emma countered. “A female with manners?”

      “Yeah. Exactly,” Fulton replied with a nod. “One of those.”

      Triston gave Fulton a fierce scowl before he stalked toward Gris. “Just to be clear, this is the emergency that I cancelled my honeymoon to attend?”

      Gris grimaced as he looked at Triston’s angry scowl, a twinge of regret settling in his chest. “I didn’t know you’d done that, Triston. I need a woman’s help and—”

      “My new bride is not going to be your nanny. Furthermore, I wish you’d told me this was the problem. I would have come after we’d spent two weeks touring England.”

      Gris stood straighter, tucking Rose deeper into his chest. Any worry evaporated. “I’m sorry to have interrupted your plans.”

      “You should be—”

      Gris took a step closer to Triston, his teeth bared as he came nose to nose with his brother, Rose between them. “I am here, running our business, but you’re right, you should be galivanting about England. How selfish of me.”

      Triston had the decency to wince. “Marriage is important.”

      “And babies aren’t?” he snapped, wondering what had happened to his life. What did he know about taking care of a child? About being a father?

      Emma stepped up next to her husband, her hand coming to Gris’s arm. “Gris, it’s lovely to meet you.”

      He looked down at Emma, understanding why his brother had succumbed to the trappings of marriage. But all he managed was a grunt in her direction, and a, “You too.”

      “I have a friend, Miss Violet Chase. A baron’s daughter who’s fallen on hard times. She doesn’t have experience, but a position like this, even temporary, with a recommendation from you after, could change her entire fortune. If you’d like, I can write to her. Have her come for an interview for the open position.”

      Even Tris made a murmur of approval. “That’s an excellent plan. And since we’re here, I can use my time to shore up the purchase of the second club and we can look at our new home…”

      Gris attempted to process all that he’d just heard. “Home? Second club?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it while Emma writes the note to Violet.” Tris looked down at squirming baby, his nose curling. “I’d recommend you hire her. We won’t be staying here, we’ll be at our new house.”

      “I see.” Though he’d prefer more help with Hell’s Corner and with Rose, he had some sympathy for Tris. He had no idea how it felt to be married, but he’d guess Tris wanted more privacy than this house could afford.

      “Hopefully, Violet will be able to help,” Emma said with another soothing smile.

      He gave a small nod of acceptance, not wishing to disturb Rose, but he’d at least like to meet this woman and assess for himself if Miss Chase would be a decent fit. Or even an indecent one. He was not prepared to be Rose’s guardian, but nonetheless, he was failing miserably. He couldn’t keep a nanny, couldn’t stop the child from crying, couldn’t run the gaming hell…

      He hadn’t made a batch of gin since Rose had arrived.

      He dropped his cheek to the top of Rose’s head. He might need far more help than one woman could ever provide.
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        * * *

      

      Violet stood on the stoop of the Cheapside town house, attempting not to fidget. She’d received Emma’s missive that very morning and had immediately replied that she was available at Lord Griswold Smith’s earliest convenience for an interview.

      She’d been elated when the reply had come back to arrive posthaste. Emma had even had the decency to put in a few quid for fare so that Violet could hire a hack. A thoughtful gesture to be certain.

      Violet would have no more money to pay her rent come the end of the month, her leftover pin money officially depleted.

      She drew in a shuddering gulp of air.

      She’d tried to find work, but it was difficult for a woman with no experience and no references to gain a position.

      This opportunity came at her most desperate hour.

      Raising her hand, she lifted the knocker and rapped on the door. Then she held her breath and waited.

      The door opened and all the air rushed from her lungs. Before her stood a beast of a man, tall, broad, and scowling fiercely down at her. It didn’t help that the stoop was below the entrance floor, making him look even larger since she was positioned several inches below him.

      He might have been handsome enough, with a strong jaw and glittering dark eyes, but the grimace he wore made it difficult to feel anything but frightened.

      “Yes?” he said, his voice so deep that it made her shiver. He looked her up and down, his scowl only growing more fierce.

      Her lip trembled as she attempted to collect herself. “Miss Violet Chase, here to see Lord Griswold,” she managed to whisper as she forced her feet to remain planted.

      He gave her another sweeping glance, his frown deepening. “You’re Violet?”

      “That’s correct,” she answered, nipping at her lip. It would have been far more polite to have this conversation inside the foyer, but she did not say as much as she waited for the man to invite her in or at least introduce himself.

      Was he the butler? If he was, he would officially be the scariest and surliest butler she’d ever encountered, which made her stomach flutter with nerves.

      Surly staff could make a position difficult.

      But she’d have to endure. There was no other choice.

      “You’re small,” he said, his frown deepening as he ran a hand through his hair. “Are you certain you’re up for the job?”

      She blinked up at him, trying to decide how to answer that question. She knew she’d lost weight, hardly able to provide food for herself. But must he point it out? Did she ask his name that he questioned her so? The man’s bluntness bordered on rude. “Oh. I suppose I am a bit small. How big is the baby?”

      That made him grunt. “True. Come in.”

      Finally. He swung the door wider and stepped back. Tentatively, she entered, glancing about, as he closed the door behind her and turned toward a door to the right. Was she to follow?

      She’d thought inside, on level ground, he wouldn’t appear quite so large, but as he entered the room, he somehow filled the entire doorway, and she gulped, her hand fluttering to her neck. She’d found men, as a general rule, weren’t to be trusted, but one so large and intimidating… “Am I…should I come with you?”

      “Of course.” He didn’t turn so she scurried after him.

      “My apologies,” she tried again. “I must have missed your name, sir.”

      He stopped in front of the fireplace, gesturing for her to sit. “You did not miss my address, because I didn’t give it yet.”

      She sank onto the settee, attempting not to fidget. This meeting was not off to a very good start. Her suspicion was confirmed when he rumbled out, “I am Lord Griswold.”

      Drat. This giant and intimidating man would be her employer? Inwardly, she shook. “A p-p-pleasure.”
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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