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      No one can play the game like her…

      

      Though her title is lady now, Mirabelle Smith wasn’t always. Bastard daughter to the Earl of Easton, she grew up without any of her father’s wealth or power to protect her. So when she determines to be the belle of London’s next season, she knows that playing fair won’t get her what she most desires. The only way to win is to use every trick she’s carefully stashed up her lace cuff. Because if growing up on the wrong side of London has taught her anything, it’s that cheaters often win, and gambling only works if you know how to play the game…

      

      The problem? She needs the help of a certain baron. Partial owner of a new gaming hell, Hell’s Corner, Baron Boxby’s part of her dark world and the glittering ton that’s just beyond her reach… But how to convince a man who doesn’t want any entanglements to aid her quest?

      

      A bet ought to do nicely…

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to all my friends who are rocking independent publishing. You are Mirabelle. Strong, hardworking, full of talent, and trying to prove to an industry who sees you as less that you are just as good. But I say you are sparkling jewels, each of you. Shine on!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Mirabelle Smith had a secret. The sort that had likely crushed the souls of many a young woman through the course of time and would wound many more. The weight of it would not let her be…

      She drew in a breath, her gaze scanning the manicured gardens of the Baron of Boxby’s country estate. The lush gardens rustled softly in the summer breeze, only enhancing the bucolic air that infused this place.

      It was like a fantasy compared with her modest London home and heavenly compared with her first home on the east side of London. In retrospect, she had little understanding of how her father had allowed them to live there for so long. But today was not the day for such thoughts. Today was her brother’s wedding day.

      That same breeze rustled her skirts and an errant lock of her dark brown hair that she attempted to tuck behind her ear. She wished she were blond like her sister, Anna. A true beauty, Anna was often compared to an angel.

      No one would mistake Mirabelle for an ethereal figure. Her dark hair and eyes were far more suited to dastardly deeds.

      Like keeping secrets. She was a woman used to holding the truth close. As the bastard daughter of the Earl of Easton, she’d grown up understanding the stigma that surrounded her birth. And when her father had orchestrated for her eldest brother to become the heir to a marquessate…the entire family had had to keep that secret.

      But that was the sort of falsehood that she’d been able to go days without thinking on, weeks even.

      And then she’d had one confidante: her best friend, Emily Boxby. Soon to be Emily Smith. Emily was marrying Mirabelle’s eldest brother and officially becoming her sister. Mirabelle couldn’t be more thrilled.

      And the fact that their legitimate brother, the Earl of Easton, was going to support her brother Ace’s claim to the marquessate brought her tantalizingly close to fulfilling her greatest wish, her biggest secret of all.

      Mirabelle wished to be a proper lady. Not just in name. Technically, she was Lady Mirabelle. When her brother succeeded to the marquessate, her title as a lady had been solidified. But she didn’t just want the name of lady, she wanted to be a lady. And most of all, she wanted to be accepted by the other women of the ton. The ones who looked down on her and had since she was a child. Emily had been the only exception.

      But Mirabelle’s most secret desire was to be one of those women. Beautiful and gracious, one of the few who was accepted and loved. Part of a club that, between her looks and her birth, she’d never been able to touch.

      Her breath caught in her chest just to think it as she moved toward the line of carriages that would take the wedding guests the short distance to the chapel.

      Four of her five brothers stood in a line waiting for her. Four sets of broad shoulders and dark hair standing like centaurs in a line.

      Her surly guardians.

      Rush came first, the second oldest. His hair was shorn close, his expression ever serious as he watched her move toward them.

      Triston was next, his overlong hair brushing his ears and collars, his expression clearly revealing his feelings about weddings, as surely as if he was muttering the words “Why would anyone wish to wed?”

      Gris next to Tris, his ever-ready mysterious smile playing at his lips. It wasn’t that he was happier than their other brothers. It was more that he caught people off guard with his ease. They were never prepared when he struck.

      And there was Fulton. The youngest, he was also the wildest, forever in trouble. Fighting, gaming, generally spreading mayhem wherever he went.

      He was the most heavily muscled of all her brothers, well, maybe besides Triston, and she knew that he spent a great deal of time hauling crates, claiming that the exercise kept him out of trouble. She had to shake her head, trying to imagine Fulton behaving worse than he already did.

      Her fifth brother, Ace, was the eldest, the new marquess, and the man who held them all together. Without him, Rush claimed that Fulton would be head first in a gutter. Mirabelle wasn’t certain about that, but she did know how hard Ace worked for their family. Which is why he deserved to marry a woman as sweet and wonderful as Emily.

      Ace was nowhere to be seen now, likely he’d already gone to the chapel to do some last-minute preparations before the ceremony.

      Her sister, Anna, stepped up next to her, linking her arm with Mirabelle’s. “Isn’t this exciting? A wedding!”

      Mirabelle gave her younger sister’s hand a pat, Anna’s blond hair shining in the sun. It was exciting. “Our brothers don’t look all that thrilled.”

      Anna giggled. “Why do men think it’s their job to be grumpy about everything? What could be more exciting than finding love?”

      Mirabelle’s mouth twitched with an answer that she didn’t speak. She wasn’t all that interested in marriage either.

      Someday she would marry. But first, she fully intended to become a jewel of the ton. It was the secret she kept locked in her heart and the one she knew her family would vehemently disapprove of if they found out.

      Her brothers liked being on the outside. They thrived upon the position, in fact. But they did not have to face the insidious yet subtle rejections of upper-class ladies. And she’d never tell them about what it was like to be looked down upon like that. It was too mortifying and besides, they’d only tell her to fight, not understanding that wasn’t how women operated. At least not these women.

      “What took you so long?” Fulton grunted, cracking his knuckles as she and Anna approached.

      Neither of them were the least bit put out by his tone, his look of irritation, or his ominous cracking. They knew better. All of their brothers were intent upon their sister’s well-being.

      Their father had split his time between his legitimate family and them. It had meant that her brothers were often called upon for the care and their younger sisters.

      And whatever the Smiths’ flaws, they took their jobs seriously—

      a fact that Mirabelle had always appreciated. But looking at them now, she knew none of them could escort her about London this fall. They would hurt rather than help her cause. No woman of the peerage would believe that Mirabelle belonged with her pack of barely tamed brothers in tow.

      And because she spent all of her time with them, she was secretly afraid that she was as uncouth as them. In fact, she knew it was true.

      And worse still, she’d attend several events to prepare for her debut this winter. Ace and Emily would help, of course. But she needed more…

      She needed to know how to blend in with those women. Emily could help her, but Emily was undergoing a transition of her own. She had become a wife. Which meant she’d only be able to help Mirabelle so much and then winter would soon be upon them.

      She wished she could hire a tutor, though then she’d have to admit to her brothers that there was a problem. Besides, money was still an issue for siblings, one her brothers were trying to correct, but Mirabelle would not burden the family.

      In fact, she was attempting to help them, whether they knew they needed that aid or not.

      Her gaze fluttered down the line of carriages where another group of guests stood.

      First, there was the Duke of Upton. The man’s stern features and broad chest managed to be even more intimidating than her brothers’.

      And then there was the Earl of Somersworth. His blond hair and charming features made him appear as though he were out of a fairy tale.

      Could she ever convince a man like that to help her?

      Finally, her gaze landed on the third man in the bunch, Baron Boxby.

      Emily’s brother. His brown hair glinted in the sun, picking up the few blond streaks that colored the strands.

      She knew his eyes were a warm brown, and though he was just as masculine as the others, there was something kinder that colored his eyes. Just like Emily’s.

      He was the one that could aid her cause. She was sure of it.

      But she also knew that she couldn’t come right out and ask. It wasn’t proper and besides, why would he even want to?

      But she was not a proper lady, after all, and she’d grown up on the east side. She knew all sorts of tricks that a woman born and bred of money would never think to employ and she had the perfect plan, to gain his aid…

      He’d never even know what hit him.
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        * * *

      

      Kenneth Boxby, baron of the same name, stood with his two best friends and drew in a breath of crisp morning air.

      Today, his sister would wed. With their parents deceased for the past decade, he’d taken on her guardianship with all the vigor an eighteen-year-old might apply to the task. And now, at the age of eight and twenty, he was free.

      Somewhat free.

      He was attempting to be free. He gave his head a sad shake, thinking of the meltdown that Emily had had the night before, on the eve of her wedding, when he’d informed her that he’d be taking a tour of Europe in a fortnight.

      She’d burst into tears and begged him not to go. What if her marriage wasn’t suiting her? What if her new husband didn’t love her? What if his family didn’t accept her?

      It wasn’t that he didn’t love his sister. He did. More than anything in this world. Which was why he’d found himself assuring her that if she wasn’t properly settled, he wouldn’t leave. She’d slumped into his arms with obvious relief but his chest had hollowed with disappointment.

      He’d been waiting ten years for the chance to live as other young men did. Why must he wait longer still?

      And if he had to cancel, his friends would be merciless in their reproach. He looked at his longtime friends and travel companions, the Duke of Upton on his right, large and craggy, and the Earl of Somersworth on his left, the definition of handsome. Both had experienced years of debaucherous fun that included many grand adventures. None of which Ken had been able to join.

      Sure, he joined them to box, to attend dinners at their gentlemen’s club, he even went out for the occasional night gaming.

      But where his friends might stumble home in the wee hours of the morning, he always returned home long before that.

      He had Emily to escort, or to provide with company, or to aid with lessons.

      But that was all in the past. Now he was free to stay out all hours, to indulge as much as and whenever he chose and he was eager to take full advantage.

      Ken shifted as Upton looked across the twenty yards that separated them from Ace’s family. “That sister of theirs sure is something,” he muttered in his usual fashion of saying something that actually gave very little away.

      Kenneth stiffened as he followed Upton’s gaze. Mirabelle.

      His sister’s best friend was a constant source of irritation for him, though he couldn’t quite explain why. She was beyond pretty, a delicate sort of beauty with dark brown hair and large hazel eyes that always seemed to shine. Her nose was pert, with just the tiniest upturn, her lips full and wide, often with a smile playing at their corners.

      She was slender and small, in stark contrast to her hulking brothers, not that she didn’t have her share of curves. But somehow, she was small enough to almost be fragile.

      And whenever their eyes met, she unsettled him.

      He was a man approaching his thirties. He understood lust. The raw heat of it, the want, the need.

      But when he looked at Mirabelle, a different feeling coursed through him. Less raw and more complicated.

      So he mostly ignored her.

      The idea of Upton laying favor on her made something rip in his chest. He turned to his friend, a dark emotion curling his lip. “Ace is now a part of my family. And our business partner. Stay away from his sisters.”

      Upton’s eyes widened with surprise. Which in and of itself shocked him. Upton never looked unprepared. Derisive, often. Bored, even more so.

      “Calm yourself, Boxby,” Upton rumbled, narrowing his gaze. “She’s far too young and too fair for my liking. It’s just odd because she’s the only blonde in the entire family. Makes me wonder if she is their full sibling.”

      Belatedly, Ken realized that Upton hadn’t been talking about Mirabelle at all. He’d been discussing Anna. He gave himself a small shake. What was wrong with him?

      “Both of Ace’s sisters are beauties,” Somersworth murmured, as much to himself as them. “And considering Ace stole Emily right out from under me, I wonder if I ought—”

      But as the simmering tension swelled inside Ken again, Upton cut their friend off. “You just heard Boxby. He says they are off limits.”

      Ken’s jaw tightened. The truth was so much more complicated. Not even he understood the emotions that simmered inside him, so he said nothing as they climbed into one of the carriages.

      The three of them settled into the seats, Upton seemingly determined to steer the subject to safer waters. “So…the club…”

      The club. Hell’s Corner. And his first act of real male independence. He’d bought a share in a gaming hell along with Upton and Somersworth and all the other Smith brothers. The irritable lot of them.

      “The club,” Somersworth repeated, raking a hand through his hair. “It’s opening the end of this week. Yes?”

      “Yes,” Ken answered, shifting in his seat. They’d shut the doors two months prior to redecorate the inside, restock, and hire new staff. The club was being transformed to look far more like the Den of Sins, their brother club which was also under repair after a fire had charred the inside two months prior.

      “And when will we return to London?” Upton asked, shifting forward.

      Upton’s question didn’t surprise Ken. The duke always became restless in the country. It was too quiet, too serene. “In a few days,” he answered. “In time for the club to open. Though you don’t have to wait for me to leave. I’ll travel back with the Smiths and see Emily settled in to her new home.”

      “Always the dutiful brother,” Somersworth replied with a grimace as the carriage stopped outside the chapel.

      They emerged from the vehicle just as the Smiths were unloading from two more carriages, and he caught sight of Mirabelle as her brother Rush handed her out.

      Without thought, he crossed the short distance to the Smiths, stopping just a few feet from Mirabelle as Rush also handed out Anna.

      “Good morning,” Mirabelle said, giving him that sweet smile. The one that made him both hot and cold. “What a beautiful day for a wedding.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Mira,” Rush called over his shoulder. “Men don’t care about the weather for weddings.”

      Tris joined them, coming from the other carriage as he swept a hand through his overlong hair, large muscles effortlessly rippling. “I’d go even further and say that men would prefer pouring rain. Suits the mood of the event.”

      Mirabelle clucked her tongue, giving Tris a disapproving glare. “Don’t be absurd. Weddings are happy events.”

      Tris gave his sister a dark frown. “I suppose I can make an exception for Ace. This wedding has brought a great deal to our family, and your sister seems like a nice enough lady.” Tris’s gaze flicked to Ken. “I meant no offense, Lord Boxby.”

      Ken gave a quick jerk of his chin. “I didn’t take any.” Truth be told, he wasn’t eager to wed himself.

      Tris gave an answering bow, holding his arm out to Mirabelle. But she only gave her brother that smile of hers…the one that looked stunning but hinted at something under the surface. “Thank you, Tris, but Lord Boxby will escort me.”

      His brows lifted. He would. But why had she asked him? He had to confess that his curiosity was piqued, as he stepped next to her and offered his arm.

      As she slipped her hand into his elbow, fingers small and feminine, the one word he’d been hunting for suddenly popped to the forefront of his thoughts.

      Mirabelle Smith was a delightful mystery. One a man might wish to solve.
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      Mirabelle glanced through her lashes at Boxby, a fluttering excitement making her fingers tremble. He walked with slow, measured steps, the sort that made it clear he was used to escorting a woman.

      They climbed up the steps and into the church, the morning light filtering through the stained glass and dancing across the pews. She breathed in the incense and candles, her heart giving another unexpected flutter. Perhaps she didn’t want to marry right away, but there was something special about today, about the wedding.

      She gave Baron Boxby another quick glance. She had to confess, he was handsome. Being on his arm filled her with some unexpected thrill. He wasn’t dangerous like Upton or storybook beautiful like Somersworth, but Boxby was incredibly attractive nonetheless.

      Tall and fit, he had broad shoulders and a square jaw. His brown hair waved back from his face and just brushed his collar, tempting her fingers to brush the strands away.

      He had eyes like his sister Emily’s—warm brown and the sort that invited trust. The sort that tempted her to confess her secrets.

      The choice to walk with him instead of Tris had been…bold.

      Her brothers did not allow her to socialize with men much. At all, actually, and the only reason she was able to walk with Boxby now was because his sister was about to become her sister-in-law. But if she were to guess, her brothers glowered at their backs right this very moment.

      She glanced over her shoulder and confirmed her theory. Four sets of eyes glared back, each giving her a look of hostile irritation. She could practically hear their grunts of dissatisfaction.

      Yet another reason she’d never become a jewel of the ton with her brothers about. They’d scare off any man who paid her the smallest attention.

      She turned forward, a sigh slipping from her lips.

      And that was when she saw them: three local women who were from good families. She knew they socialized with the Boxbys often. One of them, still staring at Mirabelle, lifted her fan and whispered to the other, both of them bursting into giggles.

      Mirabelle winced. That very group of women had been at the Boxbys’ for tea a few days prior. Not only had she served the wrong person first, but she’d managed to knock over a tray of cakes. Silly fool. She’d allowed her own nerves to make her forget the lessons she knew, which had drawn even more attention to the things she didn’t.

      As they passed, she heard one of them say, her voice dripping with derision, “Lady Mirabelle.”

      She dipped her head with a shudder as she didn’t answer.

      Boxby looked down at her. “What troubles you, my lady?”

      Had he heard that? Drat. She gave him another quick glance, wondering how much she might confess. “You are kind to use the term ‘my lady.’ I know you know the truth.”

      “The truth?” he asked, stopping at a pew and handing her in. He knew their father had bought the falsified documents that had made Ace a marquess. The real heir to the title, the new Earl of Easton, had chosen to support his half-brother’s claim, the only reason the House of Lords had allowed her brother to succeed to the title. “Is that your brother is a marquess and about to be my sister’s husband.”

      Mirabelle gave a quick nod, taking another quick glance at her brothers, who filed into the pew behind them, Anna between them. Her sister gave Mirabelle a quick wink as Mirabelle turned forward once again.  Out of the corner of her eye, she noted the ladies still stared, smirking as they did. “True, my lord.”

      Boxby sat next to her, settling near her but not so close that any part of his body touched hers. She focused back on the man who might help her. She needed to learn all the lessons she missed in the years they’d been impoverished.

      And she had to control her nerves. She’d never get anywhere if she lost herself every time she grew nervous.

      Which was why Ken’s kind nature would make him an excellent asset. But convincing him to help…that would be complicated. Her nose twitched the tiniest bit as she attempted to proceed.

      “But…” She let the single word dangle between them for a few moments as he turned to look at her.

      His gaze was almost distracting as she found herself lost in the rich brown of it, his full lips pulling at one corner in a half smile.

      She drew in a trembling breath. “We both know that my other brothers are ill suited to society.”

      Boxby’s gaze flicked back at them. The smile stretched a little further across his face. “True.”

      “And Anna and I will need…” Her sister needed Mirabelle to be successful to ensure her own. If Mirabelle could make a great many connections, Anna’s entrance into society would be so much easier. “Help.”

      Boxby’s brows furrowed then. “Help?”

      If she wished to be a jewel, someone was going to have to teach her how to shine. Someone that wouldn’t seize her with worry. Someone that she could keep secret from her brothers, who would never approve. Then again, they never seemed to know what was best for them. Large children, the lot of them.

      “Yes. We can’t go to a ball with them…” She nodded toward her brothers. “Can you imagine? They’d spend the entire night brawling with any man that even looked at me.” And they’d berate her for even wishing to be part of that world. But they didn’t understand. Men got to make their own destinies.

      A mild alarm filled Boxby’s eyes. “Does Emily know that they’re so crass?”

      Drat. Now she’d just concerned him about the ceremony that would start any minute. “They are all lambs with Emily. It’s men of the peerage that rile them.”

      Boxby looked a bit relieved, but his shoulders still straightened as he glanced back at her brothers again. Everything in him hardened as his gaze swept over them, from his jaw to his fist. He didn’t look frightened. More like he was assessing what he might do to them if they hurt Emily. Brothers.

      But her first direct appeal had been ignored. She tried another. “But still. I know Emily found society difficult.” Inwardly she knew she would have the same troubles. Not only was she less trained, she had a natural tendency to be a wallflower. “I wonder. How will we fare? What did you do to help Emily succeed?”

      Boxby returned his gaze to her, one of his brows quirking. “I convinced my friends to publicly support her. You have a half-brother who is an earl and full brother who is a marquess. I’m sure they’ll do the same for you.”

      This was not going at all how she wanted. She’d been hoping he’d show some sympathy. He was one of the few people she could be herself around. She’d hoped he would offer to help her learn how to pour tea without making a fool of herself. Or dance without tripping. Or have a conversation where she didn’t mix up a title.

      And how did she properly reply to a man’s request for a dance? Should she say no first before she agreed? This was not a question she could ask any of her brothers, especially Ace.

      But Boxby was not taking the bait. Good thing she had a dearth of tricks up her lace cuff.

      She cleared her throat and leaned a touch closer, allowing her arm to brush his. The touch sent a shiver coursing through her. “I know you now own a part of my brothers’ gaming hell.”

      Boxby had turned forward but at her words, he twisted toward her again, cocking his head to the side as he assessed her without a word.

      She had to give the man credit. He gave little away. She leaned closer. “Do you like to place wagers?”

      His eyes widened the slightest bit as he leaned back away from her touch. Clearly, she needed practice. Boxby was avoiding every trick she’d attempted. “Wagers?”

      “I’ll bet you a boon that one of my brothers interrupts the ceremony with some inappropriate comment.”

      “Don’t be silly,” he said, even as he looked over his shoulder again. “They wouldn’t.”

      They would. They definitely would. No one knew that better than her. And the group of women behind them was sure to titter wildly. Didn’t her brothers understand the sort of negative attention they brought acting like that? She was trying to elevate the entire family, but they insisted on pulling them back toward East London. Not actually…but by their behavior. They refused to be tamed.

      But she’d allow Lord Boxby to think there was a chance he could win. “Perhaps you’re right. Even they respect a church.”

      He nodded his agreement and faced to the front again, as Ace appeared. Her brothers shifted behind her, and she prayed that they did not call out to him. Not yet. She needed them to remain silent just a bit longer…

      “Exactly. Which is why there would be little point in betting. And even if we did, I need no boons from you.”

      “Really?” She gave a delicate sniff. She knew that Emily had begged her brother not to leave London. Knew that he’d agreed not to go until his sister was properly settled. She’d used that knowledge to her advantage. “You wouldn’t want to know how your sister fared in our house as she settles in? I thought for sure you might like the chance to win information from someone who wasn’t one of my brothers.”

      She felt it then, the shift in his attention. The focus that landed on her. She knew he was tempted. She wanted to smile with satisfaction, but she kept her face a blank mask. The bluff was important.

      “And if you win?”

      Her lips did press together then but just to keep them from twitching in satisfaction. She’d structured this so that she wouldn’t lose. Even if by some miracle her brothers managed to stay quiet meeting Boxby, fulfilling her obligation to pass along information would give her another chance to spend time with him. Collect information…

      “I don’t need much,” she said as one of her shoulders rose in a small shrug. “Just a chance to gain some knowledge about the workings of society and how best to be a charming”—by charming she meant not a complete fool—“debutante.”

      His mouth fell open a bit as he looked at her. She couldn’t tell from his expression what he was thinking and she found herself holding her breath.

      Would he take the bet?
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        * * *

      

      Ken looked into Mirabelle’s large hazel eyes, so innocent and sweet, and tried to shake off the feeling that he was being duped.

      Perhaps it was the very fact that she’d asked for a boon. Or mayhap it was her quick pivot from one topic to another. But as he stared down into her lovely, innocent face, he dismissed the notion. She was just nervous about entering society.

      He understood.

      Emily had been frightened as well and she’d struggled through her first few years. What was more, he liked Mirabelle. Honestly, far more than he ought.

      She was this combination of lovely and innocent that called to something deep inside him to protect.

      Which was why he couldn’t help her. Not only was he attempting not to entangle himself with any woman of the peerage for any reason, but he’d just finished a set of brotherly obligations. He’d not be pulled into any more.

      He grimaced at the word brotherly. The attraction that sizzled through him was anything but—all the more reason to stay away.

      His shipped sailed in a fortnight. Three months of debaucherous fun without a single responsibility. And when he got back… He’d dedicate himself to the gaming hell that was a lord’s playtime and an excellent source of income.

      Then again, much as he trusted Ace, he’d like to know how Emily fared… He worried about Emily’s adjustment to married life. Especially with the Smith family. Mirabelle was right. They weren’t soft men. Despite being lords, the Smith brothers were hardly gentlemen. And much as Ace loved his sister, he couldn’t control the group of rough and tumble men behind him all the time, could he?
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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