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      Lady Lilliana Enshaw, known to her friends as Lilli, gazed at the translucent piece of quartz in the palm of her hand. The delicate chain attached to one end slid over her fingers like liquid gold.

      “Thank you, Eva.” Excitement coursed through Lilli’s veins as she spoke to her cousin, the Countess of Somerset. “You cannot imagine how long I’ve looked forward to wearing this.”

      “You’ve had to wait the longest, which can’t have been easy.” Eva offered a soft smile and sipped her tea. “But with three successful weddings as proof of the stone’s matchmaking powers, I’m sure you’ll meet your future husband soon.”

      Lilli prayed Eva was right, for she yearned to fall headlong into her own romantic adventure. As happy as she was for her cousins, Eva, Annie, and Henrietta, who’d all gotten married within the past year, it was difficult not to be envious of the loving glances and sweet endearments they frequently shared with their husbands.

      “I hope so.” She carefully fastened the chain around her neck so the stone hung snugly against her skin, immediately above the décolletage of her lilac gown. “Unfortunately, my parents and I will be leaving London for Stratham House next week. I don’t anticipate forming any attachment while I’m there since no one else will be joining us besides Henry. So I fear I may have to wait until next year’s Season to find my true love.”

      One would think that by being the daughter of the Earl and Countess of Stratham and the sister of Viscount Islington, one would have every chance in the world of meeting one’s intended. Not in Lilli’s experience.

      “I doubt that will be the case,” Eva said. “Don’t fret, Lilli. I’m sure the stone will surprise you as much as it did me. Perhaps with a duke who’s passing by or maybe a friend of Henry’s.”

      Lilli appreciated Eva’s encouragement though she failed to see how one of the last unmarried dukes in England would suddenly come knocking when none of them had familiar ties with her family. As for her brother, Henry’s, friends, she’d met them all and hadn’t been impressed.

      Besides, Henry had specifically informed Mama that he would be coming alone. Which meant there would be no one to make Lilli’s heart beat faster for some time yet.

      She expelled a breath and accepted this truth. As eager as she was to get on with a courtship, she didn’t feel the same sort of urgency as had her eldest cousin, Annie, who’d almost been on the shelf by the time the rose quartz crystal – and what it could do – had been discovered in their grandmother’s attic.

      With regard to marriage, Lilli had time. She was only nineteen, so things weren’t too dire yet, but that didn’t make her less impatient. She’d always been the sort of person who craved activity and action. She disliked having to sit still and wait for any reason. Worst of all, she hated feeling as though she lacked control – the ability to get things done through her own force of will.

      “Thank you for stopping by,” she said when Eva prepared to leave, “and for giving me the pendant.”

      “You mustn’t fret,” Eva said, taking Lilli’s hand and giving it a gentle squeeze. “The stone will see you happy before you know it.”

      Rather than voice her concerns, Lilli nodded and saw her cousin out. She then climbed the stairs to her bedchamber where she began compiling a list of all the things she would have to take with her to Stratham House next week. Between her science journals, the edition of Much Ado about Nothing she planned on re–reading, a few new adventure novels, her diary and correspondence, she hoped to distract herself from the cravings of her heart.
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      Seated in the well–sprung carriage belonging to his employer, Viscount Islington, Tristan Henley reviewed the tasks he’d jotted down for himself in a slim, leather–bound, pocket notebook. Number one, purchase a new bottle of sandalwood oil to replace the nearly depleted one he’d packed for Islington.

      Next, he had to remember to write another response to the Earl of Fretmire on Islington’s behalf, turning down the invitation to visit him. Islington had answered the first letters himself, politely declining. But when the earl had grown more persistent, Tristan had promised to step in and handle the situation since Fretmire, who wanted a match between his daughter and Islington, refused to take a hint.

      Tristan considered how to best phrase the letter, then paused to reflect. Perhaps, before seeing to tasks one and two, he ought to inform the cook at Stratham House of Islington’s newfound fondness for crêpes, which he preferred for breakfast instead of eggs, bacon, and toast.

      “You’re very quiet today.” Islington spoke from the opposite bench, his voice pensive. “I hope there’s nothing troubling you.”

      “Not at all,” Tristan said. “I’m only making some mental notes.”

      He closed his notebook and gave his employer his full attention. He wasn’t so much troubled as wary and determined. Because he needed this job and the impressive salary it provided.

      Many men in his position would think it beneath them to work, but beggars couldn’t be choosers and Tristan sorely needed the money. And since he’d grown accustomed to handling his own clothes and shoes as the family budget tightened and servants departed, he’d been prepared for the unusual position Islington had sought to fill. His only regret was the lie he’d told in order to secure the job. But if Islington had any inkling of who his valet truly was, Tristan feared he’d have turned him away.

      Instead, he’d enjoyed three months of employment with a man he might have called a friend had his own situation been different. But fate had dealt a rough hand from which Tristan could see no immediate escape. Not that he minded. Serving the viscount had provided him with a new purpose along with the means by which to enjoy a visit to Cornwall.

      “You work too hard,” Islington said, his firm voice scattering Tristan’s thoughts once more.

      “I’d have thought that a welcome trait in an employee,” Tristan said.

      Islington tilted his head. “For some, perhaps, but I am not the sort of man who enjoys working others to the point of exhaustion. And besides, you’re my valet, which literally makes you my closest confidante. I’d not mind having a leisurely chat with you on occasion. Least of all when we’re stuck together for several hours without other form of distraction.”

      Tristan answered Islington’s warm expression with a smile. “My apologies. Is there a particular subject you’d like to discuss?”

      “Let’s start with my sister.”

      Tristan almost choked on his own tongue. “Pardon?”

      Schooling his features, Islington locked gazes with Tristan. “Lady Lilliana is as spirited as they come, and while I adore this about her, it’s a characteristic destined to land her in trouble. In London, friends and family have always been kind enough to help keep her out of it. In Cornwall, however, she has more freedom. While there’s little for her to get up to in the ways of causing a scandal, I fear for her safety.”

      “How so?” Tristan asked, his posture rigid and his mind in sudden turmoil. Babysitting what sounded to him like a willful hoyden had not been part of the job description.

      “For starters, she has a history of getting wet, damaging her clothes, climbing into high places, sneaking off to secret hideouts and…” Islington grinned. “Don’t take me wrong. She’s a gently bred lady, but there is an adventurous streak to her that could use some taming.”

      “Sounds like she needs to get married,” Tristan remarked before he could think better of it. He blinked. “My apologies. I did not mean to suggest–”

      “That’s quite all right. Papa and I have already discussed it. In fact, part of the reason I’m going to Stratham House instead of to Bath as initially planned is so I can help talk some sense into her. And since you’ve been introduced to most of my social circle by now, I’m hoping you’ll advise me on the most suitable prospects. After all, Lilli is my sister, so I want her to be happy.”

      Tristan wasn’t sure how he managed to smile at the idea of playing matchmaker to a young woman he’d never met – an earl’s daughter, no less. Teeth gritted behind stretched lips, he wondered if he’d been too hasty in appreciating his position. Clearly there was more to it than he could ever have dreamed possible. And rather than look forward to reaching Stratham House as he’d done when they’d set off that morning, he now dreaded it with every fiber of his being.
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      Upon her arrival at Stratham House, Lilli leapt from the family carriage before the footman had a chance to put down the steps. Behind her, Mama and Papa cautioned her to be careful, but Lilli turned a deaf ear. After sitting for several hours, she was eager to stretch her legs.

      “When did you get here?” she asked her brother, who must have been waiting for their arrival since he was already descending the front steps. He strode toward her with a grin, his arms wide and ready for the embrace she always gave him when they met.

      “Two days ago.” He hugged her against him, holding her tight for a moment before he greeted their parents. “How was your journey?”

      “Trouble free,” Papa said. “Provided you discount your sister’s constant pestering. I swear, it doesn’t matter how old she gets. She still can’t be still or silent for more than five minutes.”

      This was not said in a critical tone but with warmth. It prompted Mama to chuckle while she smoothed her skirts. Lilli’s cheeks warmed with the pleasure of knowing that while she might be more boisterous than most young ladies her age, her family loved her no matter what.

      She eyed Henry with interest. He looked…different. “Is that a new jacket?”

      Henry’s lips twitched. “It is indeed.”

      “And am I mistaken or is that the most exquisite cravat knot you’ve ever seen?” Papa asked Mama while eyeing Henry’s throat.

      “It’s certainly more elaborate than any I’ve seen Henry wear before.” Mama peered at him, her gaze shifting over his perfectly pressed breeches until it settled upon his glossy boots. Her eyebrows lifted as she looked back up. “Your style has always been rather relaxed. Now, there’s a certain dashingness about you.”

      “Dashingness?” Lilli queried. “Is that a word?”

      “If you must know,” Henry said before Mama could respond, “I’ve acquired a new valet who also carries out the occasional secretarial duties. A bit unusual, I’ll admit, but you know how I hate having too many servants around me. This way, most of my daily needs are met by one man. He’s a very meticulous fellow. Goes by the name of Mr. Henley. I’ll introduce you to him shortly.”

      “Well,” Papa said. “I’ll have to thank him when you do, for I daresay your mother is right. Judging from this new appearance of yours, I’ve no doubt you’ll get yourself married in no time at all.”

      Lilli couldn’t help but laugh at her brother’s horrified expression.

      “You are the eldest,” she murmured to him as they started up the front steps. “It’s only fair you should find yourself wed before I.”

      “Not if I can help it,” he whispered back.

      As much as she loved pretending indignation, she hoped her brother was right. Beneath her spencer she felt the cool press of the rose quartz crystal she’d worn for nearly a week. It hadn’t led to an unexpected encounter with her future husband yet. The question now was whether or not it would and how long it might take.

      No sense in worrying over something she could not control, Lilli decided. She’d simply have to be patient and wait. After having refreshments in the parlor, Lilli changed out of her traveling clothes and set off for a brisk walk. She’d spent her childhood at Stratham House. She loved the property with its wild gardens where roses climbed stone walls and lavender still filled the air with sweet fragrance. It welcomed her with its familiarity and beckoned for her to explore.

      Enjoying the crunch of gravel beneath her feet, she strode past the pond to where the woods began. She’d built hideouts in there with Henry many years ago, had climbed a particular oak from which she’d felt as though she could view the entire kingdom, and had chased after squirrels and rabbits until her clothes had been well and truly ruined.

      A grin pulled at her lips on that thought. While London might be more conducive to finding her soul mate, it could be horribly stifling. At least here in the countryside she was free to be herself. Within reason, she amended as she headed along a well–travelled path the game keeper used when he rode out to set traps and hunt.

      The weather was pleasantly cool without being chilly. Soon the leaves would begin turning various shades of orange, yellow, and red, but for now they retained their lush green color. Flitting from branch to branch, birds chattered to one another while the faint gurgle of water from a nearby brook added a soothing rhythm.

      Upon reaching the tell–tale roots of an uprooted elm, Lilli veered to the right, heading between the foliage of smaller saplings and bushes until she spied her favorite oak. It stood in a clearing, its branches reaching sideways as if attempting to touch other trees.

      With the satisfaction born from the deep anticipation of a long desired climb, Lilli quickened her pace. She couldn’t wait to survey the surrounding landscape from ten feet above the ground.

      Whistling a merry tune she marched ahead and had almost arrived at her destination when the ground disappeared beneath her right foot.

      A gasp burst from between her lips. It transformed into a startled yelp as her leg sank farther into the hole, causing her left knee to scrape the ground. Her hands shot out, attempting to break the fall, but the force of her palms connecting with solid ground jolted her bones and twisted her into an awkward position.

      Lilli sucked in a breath and gritted her teeth. “Damn and blast.”

      Palms flat on the ground, she leaned forward, hefted her weight onto the left side of her body, and tried to pull her leg free.

      Her foot didn't budge.

      “Bloody hell.” She scowled at the ground. Where on earth had this hole come from? It hadn’t been here on her previous visit. Panting, she made another series of attempts to free herself only to realize that it was no use.

      She was stuck and would now have to wait for someone to realize she hadn’t returned to Stratham House. No doubt her parents would be the ones to come find her.

      Lilli sighed in exasperation.

      Brilliant!
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      Tristan knew Islington’s family had arrived a couple of hours ago, but since he’d been in no rush to make their acquaintance – or more specifically to make Lady Lilliana’s – he’d found a series of tasks to engage in. Like brushing Islington’s hats and wiping them clean on the inside so they would look perfect should Islington choose to go out.

      After reviewing the dressing room for a third time to ensure all was neat and in order with every item of clothing perfectly folded and wrapped in linen to protect it from dust, Tristan decided it might be prudent to check on the trap he’d prepared that morning.

      In his opinion, digging a hole, covering it with foliage, and leaving apple and carrot pieces as bait was the simplest way to catch a rabbit. In London one rarely found a decent sized animal, so he was glad to be away in the countryside where he could put his trap–setting skills to good use.

      He took the servants’ stairs to the kitchen, grabbed a burlap sack, and headed toward the woods. Islington had told Tristan he needn’t trouble himself, that the game keeper would catch whatever was to be served for dinner. But Tristan enjoyed the pursuit and was more than happy to accomplish it when time allowed. So he’d gone out to dig a sizeable hole three hours before his master usually arose and expected Tristan to help him with his toilette.

      Branches reached across to the path leading into the woods, obscuring the sky. A woodpecker hammered its beak against a tree while what sounded like a goldfinch twittered among the canopies.

      Tristan strode forward, his boots disturbing some of last year’s left over leaves which had since turned muddy. With the burlap sack slung over one shoulder, he reached a fallen elm, then turned off the path. A shrew scampered away, disappearing into the undergrowth at the exact same time Tristan heard a series of expletives coming from nearby.

      “I’ll murder whoever did this,” came the next words, followed by additional curses.

      Tristan quickened his pace. It sounded like someone required assistance and judging from the tone, that someone was a woman. But what he didn’t expect was for said woman to be the quarry he’d caught in his trap.

      Blistering barnacles.

      He ran forward and fell to the ground beside her. “Allow me to help.”

      Hazel eyes, more green than brown, met his and for a brief moment his world stood still. The only movement Tristan registered was the rapid beat of his heart. Never in his life had he–

      “I believe you offered assistance?”

      He blinked and quickly shook himself free from the snare he’d been caught in. “My apologies.”

      Humor tugged at the edge of the woman’s pink lips, slanting her mouth while a blush tinged her cheeks. When she spoke next, her voice was softer, perhaps even a little bit timid. “I’m just glad you happened along when you did. The position I’m in is not particularly comfortable, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to get up. Provided you’re able to free me.”

      Noting that her leg was knee deep in the hole, Tristan hesitated. He swallowed. “If you’ll permit, I’d like to reach inside the hole, along the length of your leg, in order to find the obstruction.”

      When she didn’t reply he glanced at her face again and saw that her color had deepened. She stared at him as if he’d asked for her hand in marriage. But then she slowly nodded, as if with a great deal of thought behind the gesture.

      Tristan’s pulse quickened. His stomach tightened. It was the most peculiar thing, but it occurred to him that he’d been holding his breath while desperately hoping for her compliance. Because, Lord help him, he’d never longed to touch a woman as much as he longed to touch her. Hell, he had the most inexplicable need to run his fingers through her blonde hair, to trace the edge of her jaw, and to inhale her fragrance.

      It made no logical sense. She was a stranger and he ought not be having such inappropriate thoughts. And yet, the moment his hand found the length of her calf and the delicate curve of her ankle, it was as if his every desire came crashing over his head.

      Feeling much like an inexperienced youth who’d never encountered a female before, Tristan forced himself to ignore his body’s response and to carefully figure out why she was stuck. It didn’t take long to discover the tree root looped around her ankle. As impossible as it seemed, her foot had gone straight through it. In her current position, she could not pull her foot out or reach inside the hole to free it with her own hands.

      With the utmost care, Tristan wedged his fingers between the root and the woman’s ankle, increasing the space. When this didn’t help, he grabbed his knife. “I promise you won’t be harmed, but I’m going to have to cut you free.”

      Instead of looking afraid or even the slightest bit hesitant, she gave a swift nod of agreement. “All right.”

      It occurred to Tristan that finding a woman who remained calm in a situation most would have found untenable was rare. Especially when a stranger suggested wielding a sharp blade close to her flesh. He made the cut before she could change her mind and helped pull her leg out of the hole.

      A slim leg, clad in a torn stocking, emerged. It was followed by a soiled leather boot.

      Tristan stared as she proceeded to rotate her ankle.

      Her slight wince snapped him out of his daze. He shook his head. “Are you all right?”

      “I believe so. It hurts only a little.” She gave him a timid smile. “Thank you, sir. Your help is much appreciated.”

      Relieved, Tristan stood and offered his hand to help her rise. The moment she took it, a shock of awareness rushed up his arm. He drew a sharp breath to steady himself only to realize that she looked as dazed as he felt. Was it possible she’d experienced the same inexplicable pull as he?

      He studied her appearance. Dressed in a practical gown now marred by dirt and a ripped seam, she must be a maid whose acquaintance he’d not yet made.

      Unsure of how to proceed when he didn’t know her identity, Tristan released her and quickly confessed, “It was the least I could do since you’d not have been stuck had it not been for me.”

      She tilted her head, her eyes curious. “Oh?”

      “I dug that hole in the hope of catching a rabbit. In other words, I am the man you just expressed a desire to murder.”
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      Lilli’s pulse was racing so fast she could scarcely catch her breath. A short while ago she’d been ready to give the person behind the hole a thorough tongue lashing. Now, all she wanted to do was drown in the most gorgeous eyes she’d ever encountered. The warm and welcoming coffee shade made her toes curl in her half boots while the velvety huskiness of her rescuer’s voice caused her skin to tingle.

      He was handsome beyond compare, his features the sort made for every manner of romantic musings. Sooty lashes blinked at her with sensual slowness while full lips parted with both concern and wonder. Heavy brown locks fell over his forehead, tempting her to reach up and push them aside.

      She resisted but…

      Lord help her, the moment she’d caught her first proper glimpse of this man, it was as though she’d been reborn. Gone was the stagnant state she’d resigned herself to in recent years. Instead, her body had come alive with the sweetest sense of awareness she’d ever known. It was a craving unlike any other, for him to be near her, to touch her and ease the yearning deep in her heart.

      It was without doubt the most wonderfully inappropriate feeling she’d ever encountered. Yet it was over much too soon when he pulled her upright and let her go. She swayed, a little unsteady on her feet though not because she was hurt but rather because he’d managed to weaken her knees.

      Good heavens.

      If she wasn’t mistaken, the stone was already working its magic, for it had clearly brought her a man toward whom she responded with interest instead of indifference. Apparently, her brother had brought a friend with him after all. Of course, she’d yet to make this friend’s acquaintance, and although it wasn’t proper for them to introduce themselves to each other, Lilli decided she’d had enough of social etiquette. But first, she ought to respond to his comment.

      “As I’m sure you can imagine, I was rather put out when I said that.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Complaining made me feel better.”

      “I suppose that explains the cursing.”

      Heat flooded Lilli’s cheeks. “I don’t suppose you can forget what you heard?”

      He laughed, the sound so deep and full–bodied it instantly filled her with warmth. “Not very likely, I’m afraid. But you need not worry. Truth is, I found it both charming and educational.”

      Lilli’s brow creased with skepticism. “Really?”

      “I’ve heard men say one should go to the devil, but never that one should–”

      “Please don’t remind me,” she groaned, both mortified and oddly at ease at the same time. “I’d hate for you to think ill of my parents for failing with regard to my upbringing.”

      “I’m sure that would be impossible,” he said, the sincerity in his voice diving deep beneath her skin until she feared she might actually sigh with pleasure.

      Idiot.

      “I appreciate your saying so,” she told him. When he added nothing further, she decided to say, “I realize we ought to be formally introduced by a mutual acquaintance, but since there is no one else here to see to such matters, perhaps we could make an exception?”

      He gave her a quizzical look. “Considering our positions, I see no reason for us to adhere to such protocol.”

      It was Lilli’s turn to be baffled. “Our positions? Surely it is that very thing which denies us the chance to exchange names without supervision. Why, being alone here together is scandalous enough I should think.”

      His eyes sharpened and then they narrowed. He studied her with an increased degree of intensity. “Who are you, exactly?”

      Lilli drew back on account of the sudden firmness in his voice. She produced a nervous laugh. “Lady Lilliana, of course. Who else would I be?”

      Her new companion stared at her for a long moment before eventually closing his eyes on a sigh. “Of course.” He shook his head and muttered something beneath his breath before executing an elegant bow. “Mr. Tristan Henley, at your service.”

      Lilli gasped. “You’re–”

      “Viscount Islington’s valet, my lady.”

      No.

      No, no, no.

      This could not be happening. Lilli stared at Mr. Henley in horrified silence. The attraction she felt toward him could not be denied, which had to mean he was the man the stone had brought her. But the idea of an earl’s daughter being courted by and eventually marrying a servant was ludicrous in the extreme. Which had to mean the stone had gotten it wrong because this… This was like a cruel joke or some sort of nightmare from which she prayed she would soon awaken.
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