

[image: Cover Image]




THE SAINT WHO STOLE MY HEART

Stefanie Sloane

[image: Image]





Copyright © 2012 Stefanie Sloane

Excerpt from The Scoundrel Takes A Bride copyright © 2012 by Stefanie Sloane

The right of Stefanie Sloane to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in this Ebook edition in 2012 by Eternal Romance,

an imprint of Headline Publishing Group

by arrangement with Ballantine Books, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group,

a division of Random House, Inc.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 0 7553 9666 5

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company 

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.eternalromancebooks.co.uk

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents


Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

By Stefanie Sloane

About the Book

Dedication

Acknowledgements



Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Epilogue


Preview of THE SCOUNDREL TAKES A BRIDE




 

A native Northwesterner with the pale skin to prove it, Stefanie Sloane credits her parents’ eclectic reading habits - not to mention their decision to live in the middle of nowhere - for her love of books. A childhood spent lost in the pages of countless novels led Stefanie to college where she majored in English. No one was more surprised than Stefanie when she actually put her degree to use and landed a job in Amazon.com’s Books editorial department. She spent over five years reading for a living before retiring to concentrate on her own stories. Stefanie currently resides with her family in Seattle. You can find out more about Stefanie and her books at www.stefaniesloane.com or by following her on Twitter: @stefaniesloane


By Stefanie Sloane

 

The Saint Who Stole My Heart

The Scoundrel Takes a Bride

The Wicked Widow Meets Her Match


 

A Regency Rogues Novel of desire, danger, intrigue, and steamy seduction.

Possessed of a brilliant mind and a love for puzzles, Dashiell Matthews, Viscount Carrington, is a crucial member of the elite Young Corinthians spy league. Assuming the façade of an addle-brained Adonis, he hunts for a notorious London murderer known as the Bishop. When fate causes him to cross paths with Miss Elena Barnes, Dash discovers an enigma that will prove delightfully intoxicating to unravel: a voluptuous beauty as intelligent as she is fearless.

Only the lure of a collection of rare books bequeathed to her family by Dash’s late father could tempt Elena from her cozy rural life to the crush and vanity of London. But if Elena finds his lordship to be the most impossibly beautiful man she’s ever seen, he also seems to be the stupidest. Which made her body’s shameless response to his masterful seduction all the more unfathomable. Yet when she discovers Dash’s mission to track the dangerous Bishop, she willingly risks everything - her trust, her heart, her very life - to join him.



For my brother Michael. We share a unique understanding of each other, earned through the best of times and the worst. Remember, what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. And yes, I’ll say it here for the entire world to read: Rush is the greatest band of all time. And their song “Xanadu” is, quite frankly, genius.
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Summer, 1798
AFTON MANOR
COUNTRY ESTATE OF THE EARL OF AFTON
SUSSEX

“Let it be known, Dashiell Matthews, that pulling my braids one more time will result in your untimely death.” Ten-year-old Sophia Southwell tossed her head and the deep brown braids in question slipped over her shoulders as she turned back toward her familial estate.

Dash wiped at his brow and did his best to hide his laughter. As did his friends, brothers Langdon and Nicholas Bourne. The problem was, the angrier Sophia became, the funnier all three boys found her, which only made them laugh harder. And louder, unfortunately.

And the worst part of all was that Nicholas’s laugh sounded very much like a bark of sorts. The four had not been able to agree upon whether it more closely resembled a sickly goose, a dog with a bone lodged in his throat, or an angry billy goat. But whatever the poor unfortunate animal, the bark was made even more entertaining when he tried to suppress it.

Which he never could do, in light of his extremely acute sense of the ridiculous.

This was one of those times.

Nicholas reached out to give the braids another good tug.

Dash slapped his hand away, and then punched him on the arm. “It’s the heat, Sophia. You know it only brings out the mischief in us boys.”

“By my own hands—bare hands, if you must know,” Sophia threatened, not bothering to turn and look at them.

“Come now, Sophia, don’t be cross,” Langdon said gently. He bent down and yanked a handful of wildflowers from the ground, offering them to Sophia like a real gentleman. “We didn’t mean anything by it.”

She turned and looked at them, eyeing the flowers as though she fully expected a snake to slither forth and disappear up the sleeve of her dress. “Is this an apology, then?” she asked with a suspicious frown, taking the flowers in her hands and tentatively sniffing.

The boys formed a half circle around her. They hesitated, each pushing the other and muttering things like “Go on, then,” and “It was your idea, after all.” Finally, Dash stepped forward. He licked his hands and slicked back his hair, then cleared his throat.

“I vow, Sophia Southwell, that these hands,” Dash said dramatically, holding the offending fingers up and wiggling all ten, “will never, ever, touch your tresses again.”

Sophia shaded her eyes against the sunlight and crowned him with her bouquet, bits of green leaves and white petals showering his shoulders. “First of all, you shan’t get near any part of me with those spit-stained hands of yours or I shall kill you. Secondly, it’s not just my braids, you ninny,” she huffed, sweeping the three with an exasperated look. “It’s your treatment of me this summer—as if I’m somehow different …”

“But you are, aren’t you?” Dash asked, grinning. “Look now, you’re wearing a dress, while we three,” he paused, punching first Nicholas in the arm, then Langdon, “are attired in breeches. And shirts. Nary a dress among us.”

Sophia brained all three with the flowers this time. “I’ve always worn dresses, you idiot—I am, after all, a girl.”

“Precisely,” Dash agreed, brushing daisy petals from his hair. “A girl, with … Well, that is to say … What I mean …” He felt his cheeks grow hot. “Come on, Sophia. Don’t make me say it.”

“With girl parts and such,” Nicholas offered helpfully as he arched his eyebrows. “You’ve ten-year-old girl parts.”

Suddenly, Dash and Langdon couldn’t take their eyes off of a greenish-blue emperor dragonfly that’d presumably followed them up from the lake.

To watch the boys expire from embarrassment.

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” Nicholas added, scrubbing at his sweaty neck.

Langdon sighed and shoved his brother up the path. “We don’t want to talk about your girl parts, Sophia—well, that is, we would. If it wasn’t rude. But it is, isn’t it?”

“Of course it is,” Sophia agreed simply, apparently quite calm about such intimate references.

“Yes, of course. Anyway, it’s just that we’re all getting older,” he explained in his steady way, belying his thirteen years. “You’re ten now. Nick and Dash nearly twelve. And I’ll be fourteen soon enough. We’re growing up.”

Sophia fell into line next to Langdon as Dash and Nicholas moved ahead of them toward the manor, the dust rising from the worn walk as they plodded along.

Langdon’s response was true enough, Dash thought. They were growing up. The boys would head off to Eton while Sophia did whatever it was girls had to do to become proper ladies. Dash felt sorry for her—and glad for himself, which only made it that much worse. He’d have Nicholas and Langdon with him at school. Sophia would have no one—well, no one her age, anyway. Of course there were her parents. Lord Afton was a bit of a mysterious character as far as the boys were concerned, and no more than a congenial if absent father to Sophia. But her mother, Lady Afton, was different.

Dash kicked at a rock and watched it ricochet off a tree root and bounce into the heavy brush. Lady Afton was an angel. No one could convince him otherwise. She was the only mother he’d ever known, his own having died in childbirth. And she was perfect. Lady Afton let him wallow in the mud and never cursed when he tracked dirt in from outside. She read him adventure tales and laughed at his jokes. And when he cried, Lady Afton held him tightly and told him everything would be all right. Dash was happiest when he was with her. And that was enough for him. More than enough. Lady Afton loved Dash—loved all four of the children. And they loved her fiercely in return.

Nicholas nudged Dash in the ribs and laughed. Dash ruffled his hair in retaliation. Even Langdon and Nicholas, whose mother was hale and hearty after giving birth twice, preferred Lady Afton to their own flesh and blood. Dash couldn’t blame them. Lady Stonecliffe seemed to like reading fancy French women’s magazines more than mothering her sons.

He looked at Nicholas from the corner of his eye and wondered; was it better to have no mother at all than to have one who didn’t seem to want you? He’d never dared to ask his friend. Nicholas was more likely to blacken his eye before he’d answer such a question. And anyway, Dash suspected that he already knew the answer.

Sophia’s easy laugh reached Dash’s ears and he turned to look back. Langdon was making a cake of himself as he watched the girl giggle. There was no need to ask the boy about his mother. He didn’t seem to care either way. Oh, he adored Lady Afton, that was true enough. But his heart already belonged to Sophia.

Dash’s stomach turned. How any boy could feel that way about a girl was beyond him.

“What will we do without you?” Dash heard Langdon say to Sophia.

“Get into trouble, I suspect. Speaking of which,” she answered as they caught up with Nicholas and Dash, “I’ve a challenge for you three.”

The devilry in her voice lifted the uneasiness of the moment and the boys smiled.

“Our excursion to the lake took some time—too much time, if I’m not mistaken,” she said, looking at the sun’s place in the sky.

“Hardly a problem, Sophia,” Dash replied, kicking at a second rock in the path. “We’ll sneak in as we normally do—through the library window and up the servants’ stairs to the nursery.”

Sophia looked back down and placed her hands on her hips. “Yes, you three will take the usual route. But I will enter through the front door.”

Dash’s jaw dropped. “You’re putting us on. No one gets past Wilcox. Actually, no one’s ever tried. And for good reason. Just what do you think will happen if he catches you? And he will, mark my words.”

A butler with the keen sense of a hunting hound and the disposition to match, Wilcox never took his duties lightly, especially when it came to informing the adults of their children’s transgressions. All four suspected that the man rather enjoyed catching them at their worst, which made them hate him even more.

“No one has gotten past Wilcox. I intend to be the first to do so. Right now!” Sophia announced excitedly, then took off running toward the front of the house, her long, thick braids flying over her shoulders as she disappeared around a corner.

The boys stared after her, and then looked at one another, hardly knowing what to do next.

“Well, come on, then,” Dash finally said, following after Sophia.

Langdon and Nicholas caught up quickly, each thumping him on the head as they passed.

“I don’t know about you two, but I’m not about to be beaten by a girl,” Nicholas yelled, running even faster.

“Me neither,” Dash shouted back, picking up speed as he raced toward the manor. “Right hot for a run, though.”
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“She’s probably up in the nursery right now, laughing at us,” Nicholas muttered as the three boys took the servants’ stairs to the fourth floor, the sounds from the house party muffling their movements.

Dash frowned. Nicholas didn’t like losing. Dash didn’t either, but he’d been the one who’d gotten stuck in the window and wasted precious time, so he could hardly commiserate with his friend.

“Girls,” Nicholas added begrudgingly, his footfalls heavy as he trudged on, shame making his shoulders sag.

“She’s upset about your talk of girl parts,” Langdon said accusingly as they made their way down the hall. “She could hardly let such nonsense go without a set-down.”

The three approached the nursery door, Langdon in front. “Apologize, and perhaps she’ll be inclined to torture you only for a month rather than an entire year,” he said optimistically, leaning toward Dash and whispering, “you might want to tell her about your window predicament—or not. Your choice.”

He winked at Dash, then turned the door handle.

“Oh, all right,” Dash began, following Langdon into the room with Nicholas close behind. “You win, I suppose—”

The sight before him stole the remaining words from his mouth.

Sophia sat on the cheery rose rug, feet tucked up beneath her wrinkled dress and arms wrapped tightly about her waist. Lady Afton lay next to Sophia, her head cocked at an impossible angle and a horrible red, jagged line running along her neck just below her chin.

“Sophia,” Langdon uttered as he ran to her.

“I don’t know …” Sophia whispered, looking first at Langdon, then at Dash and Nicholas. Her eyes were huge in her pale face. “She won’t get up. She can’t. I thought, maybe, that she wasn’t … I screamed at her, pushed her—but she won’t get up. Langdon, do something,” she pleaded.

The boys watched Langdon hug Sophia tightly. Then Nicholas fell to his knees and sat back, his face turning ashen gray as he looked on with a dazed expression.

Langdon reached out and gently searched Lady Afton’s neck for her pulse, his hand shaking. “Sophia, I’m so sorry. She’s gone. There’s nothing I can do.”

“Don’t say that, Langdon,” Sophia begged, shoving him hard. “Don’t you dare say such a thing.” She savagely pushed him a second time, and then collapsed against him, hiding her face in his shirt.

“I’ll find whoever did this, I promise, Sophia,” Nicholas growled, his fists knotting at his sides. “I’ll catch the—”

“Enough,” Langdon choked out, tears welling up in his eyes.

Dash couldn’t think. His head emptied of everything but the sight of Lady Afton. His heart beat loudly in his ears. He was waiting for her to rise. Expecting to hear her gentle laugh after pulling such a glorious prank. Wouldn’t Langdon look the fool then?

Tiny beads of sweat broke out above Dash’s upper lip and he wiped them away, still willing Lady Afton to move. None of it made sense. It couldn’t. Because if it did, then Dash had to accept that it was real. That Lady Afton was dead.

Nicholas bent forward and beat his fists on the floor. Dash knelt down and hesitantly placed his hand on the boy’s back, as much for himself as for his friend.

Nicholas recoiled at his touch. “Don’t,” he demanded low in his throat, his voice thick with tears.

Sophia began to sob and Langdon continued to hold on to her, the muffled sound making Dash’s chest tighten painfully.

“Christ Almighty.”

Dash looked up pleadingly at the sound of his father’s voice, as though the man could awaken him from the ghastly nightmare. “Father …”

Lord Carrington rushed to Dash and swept him up in his arms. “My boy, are you all right?”

Dash clutched his father’s shoulders and tried to answer him. But his throat held tight to the words, allowing only a gasp to escape.

Lord Carmichael, a particular friend of the Aftons, entered the room. He braced himself on the doorjamb as he looked upon the scene. Uttering a guttural “no,” he punched the paneled door and sent it crashing into the wall. The sudden noise seemed to prompt him into action and he began to move swiftly about the room.

“Answer me, Dash,” Lord Carrington pressed, shaking his son.

But Dash could do nothing more than watch Lord Carmichael in silence. The man scooped Sophia up and pressed her small body to his chest, gently urging Langdon and Nicholas to follow him.

“Come, Carrington. The children must be seen to. And Afton … God, Afton. I’ll fetch a footman and have him posted at the door. No one will disturb the room until we’ve had an …” He looked right at Dash, his jaw visibly tensing as though he’d done something wrong. “Now, Carrington,” he finished, then strode from the room.

Dash threw his arms around his father’s neck and held on for his very life. Lord Carrington squeezed him securely and followed Carmichael, leaving Lady Afton all alone.
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