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      At six years old, Miss Jocelyn Barrow was well accustomed to the sound of her mother weeping.

      So this particular afternoon, it wasn’t the sound that startled her, but the fact that her mother caught her spying in the doorway.

      “Jocelyn?” her mother called from where she sat before her vanity. “Come on in here, poppet.”

      Hesitantly, Jocelyn did as she was told, crossing the plush carpet that seemed to capture her mother’s sobs, making them seem ghostly and distant when Jocelyn heard them in the hallway.

      “Why are you crying, Mother?” Jocelyn asked as her mother hitched her up into her lap. 

      Her mother swiped away a lingering tear and tried to smile, but the smile looked so sad it made Jocelyn want to weep as well.

      “It’s nothing for you to worry about, my dear,” her mother said.

      But Jocelyn did worry. Even more so because she seemed to be the only one who noticed how unhappy her mother was. Her older brother Liam was off at school most of the time, and when he was home, their mother seemed happier. Or she cried less, at least.

      And her father…

      Well, he was rarely home. If he knew that her mother was sad, he didn’t seem to care.

      Jocelyn rested her head against her mother’s chest, taking comfort in the steady thump of her heartbeat as her mother stroked her thick brown hair. 

      “My darling little girl,” her mother murmured. “What a beauty you will be.”

      Jocelyn smiled. It was the highest praise coming from her mother, and she drank in the words, letting all the affection she heard in her mother’s voice wrap around her and wash away her worry. 

      “You’ll be just like me, my darling.” Her mother’s fingers sliding through her locks made her sleepy, and Jocelyn shut her eyes. “You’ll be a diamond of the first water, and you’ll have your pick of a husband.”

      “Yes, Mother,” she said dutifully. Though truly, much as her mother spoke of Jocelyn’s prospects and her eventual marriage, that future felt so far away it might as well be a fairy tale.

      “Your father will choose wisely, no doubt,” her mother said. “He understands the value of a good bloodline, and you’ll be well taken care of, have no doubt about that.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “And oh, my dear, I hope you’re happy…” Her mother’s voice grew high and wobbly.

      Jocelyn tensed in her arms. Her mother had just stopped crying, and she didn’t want to hear it again. So she sat up to face her mother with a brilliant smile. “I will be happy, Mother. I promise.”

      Her mother’s answering smile was tremulous.

      Jocelyn smiled brighter. “I will make a good match, just like you said.”

      Her mother nodded, pressing her lips together as tears welled in her eyes. “You will. Of course you will. I just hope…”

      When she trailed off with quivering lips, Jocelyn feared another bout of tears. “What is it?”

      Her mother shook her head, and Jocelyn summoned all her nerve.

      “You made a good match, Mother.” She’d heard time and again how her mother had raised herself up from a lowly merchant’s daughter to a true lady when she married Jocelyn’s father, who was the younger brother of an earl.

      Even at six, Jocelyn knew her mother wanted the same for her. To marry well. To gain an even higher status in society, with all the wealth and power that came with it.

      “I did make a good match,” her mother agreed. But her gaze was frighteningly distant.

      Jocelyn shifted, trying to regain her attention. “Then why aren’t you happy?”

      Her mother’s eyes widened slightly, and she focused her sad eyes on Jocelyn. “Because I made a mistake, my dear. One I hope you won’t repeat.”

      Jocelyn shook her head quickly, ready to promise anything to make her mother smile again. “I won’t, Mama. I promise.”

      There was a smile, but it didn’t quite reach her mother’s eyes. 

      “What was your mistake?” she finally asked.

      Her mother sighed. “I fell in love, poppet. And that is something a lady should never do.”

      Jocelyn stared uncertainly as her mother began to weep again. 

      Jocelyn’s nurse read her fairy tales at night. Stories of princesses who find their princes, and they always fell in love…

      But her mother had finally explained why she wept all the time, and Jocelyn’s smile faded as she tried to make sense of it.

      Her mother cupped her face in the palm of her hands, her expression suddenly earnest. Nearly frantic. “Promise me you’ll make a good match, my dear. And promise me you’ll never ever fall in love.”

      Jocelyn smiled, hoping to see it reflected back at her. 

      But her mother didn’t smile.

      Jocelyn swallowed hard. “I promise, Mother.”
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      Jocelyn leaned so far forward in her seat, her hair brushed against her opponent’s as they stared down at the chess board.

      “The clock is ticking, Jo,” her opponent said blandly.

      Jocelyn huffed with irritation, the action sending a lock of dark brown hair flying from where it had fallen into her face as she lifted her head to face Mr. John Harlow, her brother’s lifelong friend. “I don’t nag you when you’re thinking, Harlow.”

      But far from being chastened, Harlow gave her the slow, crooked smile that made weaker women swoon. “I’m not nagging. Merely stating a fact.” He glanced at the small clock set on the table between them. 

      “You’re distracting me,” she said, once more returning her attention to the game at hand. 

      Fortunately, Harlow chose to lean back in his seat, giving her space to breathe. 

      She narrowed her eyes at the pieces on the board. Space to breathe…and strategize. 

      Forcing aside all other thoughts, she cleared her mind and let the pieces speak to her. Despite the clock, which was, in fact, ticking rapidly toward her time limit, she found that peace that always settled over her when she got lost in the game.

      This was the reason she loved playing so much. Well, that and winning.

      She really loved to win.

      A few more ticks of the clock went by and then in one decisive gesture, she reached out and moved her queen. “Checkmate,” she said.

      Harlow sighed. Jocelyn grinned. 

      Yes, this was why she loved playing chess. 

      Harlow feigned annoyance as he ran a hand through his slightly too long, dark blond hair. “Have you been practicing without me?” he accused.

      She laughed. She couldn’t help it. Jocelyn had known Harlow, known rake and unrepentant charmer, for as long as he and her brother had been friends.

      Which was to say, most of her life. 

      She knew quite well when he was really irritated—almost never, particularly with her—but his antics never failed to make her laugh.

      And today, she needed that more than ever. It hadn’t been easy saying farewell to three of her newfound friends at Madame Bellafonte’s finishing school, and soon she’d have to say goodbye to her brother Liam and his wife Rose as well.

      Though not for long. 

      “So three weeks then,” Harlow said, as if picking up on her thoughts. 

      “If that suits you,” she answered.

      He made a soft snorting noise as he glanced up at her, head still tilted down. “Let’s not pretend I have a say in the matter, hmm?”

      She swallowed a laugh. “Fine. Three weeks then.”

      He sighed and moved his rook without looking. 

      She glanced down and frowned. “Blast.”

      Harlow tsked. “Jo, really. Language!”

      She laughed aloud then, she couldn’t help it. He sounded too ridiculous when he mimicked her old nanny. Though her nanny hadn’t called her Jo. No one did except for Harlow, and he only used the silly nickname because it drove her mad.

      “You’ll never win this time, JoJo,” he said with a smirk, doubling down on the nickname.

      “Whatever you say, John,” she teased.

      He curled his lip in a sneer that made her grin.

      No one called him John. It was his father’s name, not his. That was what he always said. And his father was hardly a man for whom he wished to be mistaken. Jocelyn hadn’t met him, but according to Liam, the man was a drunk, and a mean one at that. And he’d given Harlow nothing but a name. 

      Which, Harlow often pointed out, he was grateful for. At least I’m the legitimate son of a penniless baronet, he’d say, making everyone laugh.

      He was terribly good at making everyone laugh. Especially her.

      “And you’ll talk to him, yes?” she said as she studied the board once more.

      “Of course,” he replied.

      It was always like this between them. Conversations picked up mid-stream as if they’d never been interrupted. They’d once gone weeks without seeing each other, then instantly struck up a bickering match precisely where they’d left off. 

      She made her next move and then leaned back to study him. Much as he teased that he didn’t have a say in the matter, Harlow could leave for Liam’s country estate and escape the London heat whenever he wished. “Are you certain you don’t mind waiting?”

      He arched a brow in surprise as he glanced up and then his expression changed to one that could best be described as, well…wolfish. “Trust me, love, I have plenty to keep me occupied in London.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No details, please. Save it for your friends at the club.”

      He chuckled and went back to perusing the board.

      Jocelyn could admit, a small part of her was curious to hear the details. From gossip she’d overheard over the years and conversations she’d had with her brother, she knew quite well that Harlow was considered a rake. 

      He’d never ruined a lady’s reputation or been called out in a duel, or anything so sordid as that. But he’d always loved gaming hells and gentlemen’s clubs and, well…

      Most likely other places to which she wasn’t privy.

      But Jocelyn was hard-pressed to say how much of his reputation was warranted and how much was just Harlow being…well…Harlow.

      “I have no issue escorting you to the country in three weeks’ time,” Harlow said distractedly as his eyes roamed over the pieces before him. “But don’t think for a moment I believe your story.”

      Jocelyn blinked in surprise when his gaze lifted, his smile small and knowing. 

      “What story?” 

      He arched a brow, silently calling her out for the feigned innocence act. “You want to stay behind at the finishing school…just so Liam and Rose can have some time alone?”

      He tipped his head down with a knowing look, as if to say, Please, Jo. This is me you’re talking to.

      She sighed. “Oh, all right. I might have a plan.”

      “Plan?” he echoed dubiously.

      She pursed her lips before admitting, “Plans.”

      He hitched up both brows, but she clamped her lips together and met his expectant stare with silence.

      He shook his head. “All right, fine. Keep your secrets. Just promise me you’re not going to get into any trouble.”

      She didn’t have to feign offense this time. “John Harlow, I resent that. When have I ever caused trouble?”

      He pretended to study her with narrowed eyes, but she saw his lips twitch. “Very well.” He reached out and moved a pawn and⁠—

      “Aha!” She grinned in triumph. She’d laid a trap, and he’d fallen right into it.

      He fell back in his seat with a groan just as Liam and Rose entered the parlor. 

      “There you are!” Rose smiled brightly. “We wondered where you ran off to. The other guests will be arriving soon.”

      Liam eyed the chess board. “Should’ve known you’d be in here.”

      “Liam, I’m afraid to tell you that you were the wrong sibling to enter the military,” Harlow said, gesturing to the board with a sweep of his hand. “Your sister is a terrifying tactician. I’m certain we never would’ve lost the colonies if Jo here was at the helm.”

      Jocelyn grinned as Rose giggled. 

      But Liam was not to be distracted. He folded his arms and stared at Jocelyn. It was his “big brother” look, and she couldn’t resist sharing a smirk with Harlow.

      They loved to mock Liam when he took himself too seriously, and Liam was never more serious than when he was playing big brother. “Jocelyn, are you certain you wish to stay in London for three more weeks?”

      “I’m certain,” Jocelyn said, repeating herself for the third time. “You and Rose should have some time at the manor together before you’re overwhelmed with guests.”

      “But you’re not a guest, you’re our sister,” Rose argued, her eyes wide and filled with such sweetness, it made Jocelyn warm all over. 

      She’d always wanted a sister, and she couldn’t have asked for a more kindhearted one than Rose. 

      “I know I’m welcome,” Jocelyn said to reassure her. “But I’d also like to keep Jane company, for at least a little while. She’s not at all happy about being left to rot, as she puts it.”

      “Oh dear, I do wish your friend was allowed to come with you to stay with us,” Rose murmured.

      As did Jocelyn. But Jane’s parents had forbidden her to travel this summer. Not home where they were currently living, and not to stay with her friends either. It seemed they didn’t trust their daughter in the slightest.

      But Liam and Rose were her guardians and they trusted her…perhaps too much. The thought had her biting her inner lip to hold back a nervous laugh.

      Harlow wasn’t wrong. She did have plans for her time in London. And without Liam watching her like a mother hen at every social gathering, she might just get her wish. 

      Liam was still frowning. “But⁠—”

      “You’ve nothing to worry about, old chum,” Harlow cut in.

      Jocelyn shot Harlow a grateful look. 

      Liam had turned his serious big-brother look on Harlow. “You’ll look after her?”

      Jocelyn rolled her eyes, making Rose laugh softly. The men ignored them both.

      “Of course,” Harlow said. 

      Liam grudgingly nodded. There was no one else he’d trust with his little sister and they all knew it. “And you’ll escort Jocelyn and her chaperone to the country manor when the time comes…”

      “You have my word.”

      Liam turned to face Rose to get her input, but his sigh said it was as good as done.

      Jocelyn flashed Harlow a smile of thanks, and caught his subtle wink just as Liam turned to face them. 

      “All right then,” Liam said. “I suppose you can stay.”

      Jocelyn clasped her hands together tightly, excitement swimming through her veins. 

      She and her friends had each made wishes at the maypole some months back, but Jocelyn didn’t need luck or magic to make her wish come true. She simply needed a plan. From the moment she’d spoken the wish aloud, her mind had been turning over ways she might bring it to fruition.

      Her wish was an admittedly silly one. A fascination born from reading too many romantic novels, no doubt. She had no desire to find love. Even less desire for romance. But every time she read about kisses—the sort that swept a woman off her feet and made the whole world spin…

      Well. She just wanted to know what all the fuss was about, that was all. And her time to find out was slipping away just as surely as the clock ticked down the seconds beside her.

      Because this was the year she’d find her perfect match. A duke or an earl, or…

      Preferably the Marquess of Northbridge, who’d be in London in two weeks’ time. 

      And she couldn’t very well kiss another man after her engagement was announced, now could she? 

      She only half listened as her brother and Rose chatted about Jocelyn’s travel arrangements in three weeks’ time.

      Three weeks. That was how much time she had.

      Three weeks to find a handsome man who’d give her one perfect kiss. 

      And then she’d go and win herself the perfect husband.
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      Harlow stood beside Liam as the guests filed into the drawing room. 

      This evening’s gathering was a last hurrah of sorts, as the friends prepared to embark to their various country homes until next season. 
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