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For my readers.  
Without you, there is only the void . . .  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
London, 1782 
 

“Now that our opponents have so obligingly gone 
elsewhere, what do you say to a change in terms, Miss 
Blakely?” 

Eleanor glanced up from her cards. Wroxton’s dark 
eyes met hers across the table, the barest hint of a challenge 
evident in his expression. A not unpleasant shiver ran down 
her spine, chased by the flirtatious tone in the viscount’s 
voice like a hare running from a hound.  

Was her brother’s friend condescending to flirt with 
her? Was the evening really so tiresome that he’d come to 
that? Eleanor ground her teeth. She had no right to the flash 
of resentment that quickened her blood, but it was there all 
the same: Pride. One of her many failings. 

He reached out, the large emerald on his ring finger 
winking the in candlelight, and plucked her cards from her 
hand. Never taking those dark eyes off her, he shuffled the 
deck, long fingers making easy work of the task.  

Eleanor’s mouth went dry and she reached for her 
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sherry. She shouldn’t react so viscerally—so physically—to 
something as banal as the way Wroxton’s fingers moved 
over the cards. But it was as if she could feel them touching 
her instead: nails grazing, whorls slightly rough, strength 
evident.  

She swallowed her sherry, the sweet wine bringing a 
flush to her cheeks—well, she could blame the wine if 
pressed. Across the room their opponents settled in at the 
pianoforte. Miss Hardy began playing while her former 
partner turned her pages like the worshipful pup he was. 

Eleanor finished the last of her drink, savoring the 
tang on her tongue, hoping a footman would appear to 
provide her with more. She couldn’t blame the viscount. She 
was overwhelmed with ennui herself . . . or she had been 
until a moment ago. Now, every bit of her quivered with 
awareness, from her heart hammering in her chest, to the 
hairs on the back of her neck which stood on end. The air felt 
dead and the room too close. Sounds pressed in, the slap of 
cards, the rustle of silk, the clink of glass ringing against 
wood, the light cords of music, the low rumble of 
conversation. A cacophony of the first order.  

Lady Hardy’s weekly card party was little more than 
a gossip session played out over games of chance, and those 
trapped into accompanying their mothers—such as 
themselves—were forced to endure a tedious evening 
playing for penny points. 

Anything would be a relief.  
“A change?” She mentally calculated just how much 

of her quarterly allowance she could afford to lose. The 
season was not yet half over, she couldn’t afford to lose it all 
in a single night’s play.  
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“Most definitely.” His voice was low. Intimate in a 
way that made her swallow thickly. “There’s no thrill in 
playing for pennies. I’m sure you agree?” He met her gaze 
with slightly raised brows, but didn’t pause for her answer. 
“And enduring hand after hand of mediocre whist with those 
two,” he tossed his head towards the pair at the pianoforte, 
“is likely to drive me mad before the season is out.” 

One side of her mouth quirked up in sympathy. The 
poor viscount was obviously not used to being reduced to the 
nursery ranks. She had gown inured. She was eight-and-
twenty. The sort of female who was always called upon to 
entertain the elderly or supervise the young. Too old to be 
placed with those just making their curtsey to society, but 
stymied by her single status from joining the ranks of the 
ton’s matrons and widows.  

She was simply marooned between the two. And 
destined to stay that way . . .  

Wroxton dealt the cards for a round of two-handed 
whist, his eyes sparkling with amusement. He reached up, 
twisting the lock of hair that was forever escaping his queue 
back behind his ear. Eleanor wasn’t even sure he knew he 
was doing it, the gesture seemed habitual.  

She studied her cards carefully, teeth worrying her 
lower lip. Tried to keep her attention away from Wroxton’s 
manicured hands. She’d gotten herself into trouble with her 
silly fantasies before. She wasn’t going to do so again. 

“What did you have in mind? Shilling a point?”  
He shook his head, smiling briefly, clearly bent on 

mischief. Lady Brooke’s distinctive harrumph sounded from 
the next table and he quickly schooled his expression into 
bland politeness. Eleanor pursed her lips to keep from 
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grinning.  
He clearly meant to misbehave. And that smile, 

canines hidden behind the rise of his lower lip, made her 
want to join him in whatever adventure he was 
contemplating. Another of her failings.  

“Crown?” she offered. He couldn’t possibly think she 
could afford to play for guineas, but she wasn’t about to back 
down, not when he was laughing at her, those snuff-brown 
eyes of his daring her to beg off. 

“I was thinking of something a little less plebian.” 
His lazy smile turned wolfish, perfect teeth on display. 
“Something a little more interesting. A little more 
entertaining.” 

“Entertaining?” She could feel a smile bubbling up, 
but ruthlessly pressed it down. He was a shameless flirt, but 
oh, how she was going to miss these weekly encounters 
when the season was over and she went home to Kelburn 
Tower. But getting away from him would be relief, too. It 
was dangerous to want what you couldn’t have, doubly so 
when it was seated right before you, temptation encased in 
striped tobine silk.  

“Yes, entertaining,” his voice lowered even more, she 
could barely hear him above the pianoforte. “Say, your hair 
ribbon against my handkerchief.”  

Eleanor’s eyes widened, her breath caught in her 
throat. She should say no. That was going beyond flirting.  

She shuffled her cards, her mind already arranging 
them for the game. Her father would kill her if he found out. 
Her brothers would kill the viscount, friend or no. Her hands 
were suddenly damp inside her mitts even as the smile she’d 
been staving off won out. 
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“Done.” 
Conway raised his brows. She’d surprised him again. 

A respectable women should have turned him down. 
Snubbed him. Some might even have thrown their drink in 
his face. Miss Blakely just smiled that enigmatic little smile 
of hers and accepted. 

Maddening.   
Every week for the past month he’d dutifully 

accompanied his mother to Lady Hardy’s, and every week, 
he was forced to spend the entire evening with a vapid girl, 
her devoted suitor, and the inexplicable Miss Blakely.  

Suddenly, last week, she’d gone from nonentity—his 
friend Harold Blakely’s spinster sister—to intriguing 
creature. And now he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her. 
He was having indecent thoughts about a woman with five 
brothers, each of them the size of a mountain, one of whom 
had been his friend since Eton. What was wrong with him? 

It had all started when Perry had informed them all 
that he was quite convinced his new waistcoat was a satirical 
success. Conway had glanced up in time to see a ghost of a 
smile flicker across Miss Blakely’s face before she said in 
the driest of tones, “Why, yes, Mr. Perry. It most certainly 
is.” Her eyes had met his for the briefest of moments, and it 
had been all he could do not to burst out laughing. Ever since 
he’d found himself paying much closer attention to her. 

She wasn’t a beauty. Her black hair was too severe. 
Her lively green eyes too knowing, too intelligent, to claim 
beauty. Until he’d been trapped at a card table with her, he 
couldn’t say that he’d ever particularly noticed her.  

She was quiet. Contained. From the simple way she 
dressed her hair to the clean lines of her gowns which 
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eschewed the more extreme forms of passementerie. Every-
thing about her was fashionable, but only just. The filmy 
fichu that hid her décolletage covered up what appeared to 
be an impressive bosom. Most women would have flaunted 
it. Just as they would have made the most of the extravagant 
amount of hair on her head, and played up those decadently 
full lips by placing a beauty mark beside them. 

Miss Blakely didn’t seem overly interested in draw-
ing any sort of attention to herself. When he attempted to 
flirt with her she gave him a repressive look, very much the 
way his sisters’ governess had rebuked her unruly charges. 
Miss Blakely had the expression down pat.  

It was more than a little surprising that she’d 
accepted his wager. He’d suggested it out of pure devilment, 
just to tease her. But now she was studying her cards with 
clear intent, that luscious lower lip of hers caught between 
her teeth. She meant to win.  

Conway pressed his own lips together to keep from 
grinning and stretched his foot out under the table until it 
encountered hers. He pushed up with his toes, brushing her 
ankle. She didn’t so much as glance up at him, just laid her 
cards down and took the trick, one side of her mouth curling 
up, the dimple in her cheek mocking him. 

She wasn’t in the common line, but that might be in 
her favor. How was it that she’d ended up on the shelf? Had 
no man ever noticed that naughty little smile of hers? The 
one she so frequently flashed him here at the card table when 
they were ostensibly alone.  

That wicked little smile was beginning to give him all 
sorts of ideas. Under what other circumstances might he 
elicit that smile? Did her repertoire contain others, as yet 
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undiscovered? What would she look like after being kissed, 
after being bedded . . .  

Conway pulled his foot back. He should not be think-
ing such things about Harold Blakely’s sister. He sucked his 
cheek in between his teeth as he considered her. If he wasn’t 
careful she might win. She’d been an adequate partner, and 
she had just proved all too neatly that she was a more than 
competent foe. 
 “My trick, I believe.” Wroxton laid his cards out 
smugly. “Which means my game, Miss Blakely. And my 
rubber.” 
 Eleanor bit back a curse. Damn the man. 
 He fingered his cards, moving them about a bit, dis-
playing them like a peacock on the strut. “All that remains is 
to settle your debt.”  
 “Now?” 
 His smile crooked up. “It is usual to settle such things 
promptly.” He looked as if he’d burst into laughter at any 
moment. His foot caught hers under the table, pressing down 
on it.  
 How did he know she was longing to kick him? 
 That small connection sent her pulse racing, just as it 
had when he’d toyed with her ankle earlier. She was too old 
to be developing a school-girl tendre, and too level-headed to 
ever allow herself to form an attachment to a man like 
Wroxton. Not again . . . a person could only be that 
dramatically naive once in a lifetime.  

She let her head loll slightly to one side, as though 
stretching her neck, while her hand slipped up into her hair. 

Wroxton leaned back in his chair, watching her with 
a hint of a smirk cocking up the corners of his mouth. His 
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coat slid open, reveling the silk net overlay and lavish em-
broidery of his waistcoat. A peacock indeed. 

No one was paying the least attention to her, to them. 
She should be grateful. Instead a lump of pure annoyance 
burned behind her sternum. In a room filled to the brim with 
the leading gossips of the ton, her being alone at a table with 
an eligible gentleman didn’t draw a single eye!  

When her hand came away from her head, the rose 
silk ribbon that had been wound through her curls came with 
it. Thankfully her hair didn’t fall in a shower of pins as she’d 
half-expected. That would have been just her luck, especially 
with Lady Brooke right beside them.  

“Not a hair out of place,” Wroxton assured her. 
“Brava.”  

Eleanor balled the ribbon up in her hand and raised 
her chin, meeting his gaze as steadily as she could. She’d 
agreed to the wager, but she hadn’t expected he’d insist on 
immediate payment. In fact, she hadn’t expected him to 
actually demand payment at all. It was a silly bet, a joke. 

Her family had hushed up her failed elopement, and 
here she was risking everything they’d salvaged merely be-
cause Wroxton had put her back up by teasing her. Why was 
it that rakes and fortune hunters were so much more 
attractive than their more solid brethren? Or at least they 
always seemed more attractive to her. Yet another failing, 
but thankfully one her father had yet to add to his list.  

The viscount smiled back at her, eyes dancing. Her 
spine stiffened even as her stomach lurched. He really was 
handsome. And charming; too charming. And he knew it, the 
devil. He’d made her forget herself.  

She placed both hands on the table and slid the 
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ribbon to him along with her cards, making sure the 
candlestick blocked the view of the ladies at the next table. 
Wroxton collected his illicit winnings and deftly shifted the 
ribbon to his pocket.  

“Another hand, Miss Blakely?” He shuffled the cards 
expectantly, the sound of the cards flicking against one 
another distinct amid the din of the party. 

Over his shoulder she spotted her mother rising from 
her own table. Thank heavens. She had to get out of here, 
now. The room was stiflingly warm, and her head was start-
ing to swim. Too much sherry. Too much Wroxton.  

What outrageous thing might he next suggest? What 
might she might agree to? 

“Not tonight, my lord. My mother appears ready to 
leave.” 

“Until next week then, Miss Blakely.” 
He rose when she did, inclining his head to her. So 

very proper now, when he’d been anything but for the rest of 
the evening.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
 
 Eleanor placed her hand in Wroxton’s and revolved 
clockwise as the steps of the dance demanded. Heat flashed 
through her, a direct line from palm to heart to groin. He 
held her gaze as they turned, his whole attention seemingly 
riveted.  
 “Do you have it?” 

She turned away from his question, taking her place 
back in the line.  
 “Do you?” He circled her, stepping close enough that 
he brushed her petticoats, the skirt of this coat tangling with 
them, velvet and silk clinging, like walking through a field of 
nettles.  
 “Yes.” Her skin flushed, making her thankful for the 
cloak of powder she wore. She stepped down the line, chang-
ing partners for the moment. Lord Aubrey smiled in his usual 
befuddled way as he took Wroxton’s place. The tension left 
her shoulders. A few minutes away from the viscount would 
be a relief. He’d appeared at her elbow to claim the supper 
dance and she’d barely been able to breathe since. Her 
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reaction was ridiculous, but uncontrollable. It was as though 
she could feel him looking at her. She remembered the 
sensation. The nearly irresistible pull. It had been disastrous, 
but oh, how she wanted to give in.  
 Conway scowled as Miss Blakely revolved down the 
line with the Duke of Grafton’s youngest son. She laughed 
and he felt his eye twitch. The sensation intensified as the 
young lady he was now partnered with tittered and dipped 
her head, playing the coquette.  
 Good God, she looked all of twelve. And under all 
that blue powder her hair had to be red, there was no other 
possibility when she was freckled like a roan horse. Out of 
the corner of his eye he saw Miss Blakely dip her head in 
exactly the same way, flirting with her own partner. He 
jerked his attention away from her and turned it to the next 
lady down the line, only to find it was his sister, Alice.  
 “Your opera singer throw you over? Or did you lose 
a wager to one of your friends?” 
 “Neither, you spiteful little cat. I just can’t abide 
having children foisted upon me.”  
 “Who?” She craned her head about, looking over the 
dancers. “Lady Cecily? She’s turned nineteen. Hardly a 
child.”  
 “Perhaps I was mislead by her Lilliputian stature?”  
 Alice went off in a peal of laughter that drew every 
eye in the room and slid down the line to Lord Aubrey. 
Conway bowed to the next girl and pretended interest, count-
ing the measures until the dance would return Miss Blakely 
to him and he could escape this infernal parade.  
 By the time she completed the circuit every nerve he 
had was raw. There was a reason he avoided events like this, 
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but he’d come tonight to collect a debt. Miss Blakely owed 
him a garter, and this was where she’d promised to produce 
it.  
 He led her down to supper, along a narrow paneled 
corridor, clogged with guests. Too many perfumes mingled 
in the close space. Conway swallowed, his head swimming. 
He held his breath and at last the press of the crowd loosened 
as they were pushed forward from the hall and into the 
supper room.  
 Miss Blakely clung to his arm. Her face had gone 
ashy under her artful powder. He steadied her and pulled her 
towards the tables at the edge of the room.  
 “Don’t you dare faint.” He pushed her down into a 
chair.  If she fainted at least one of her brothers was sure to 
decide he was somehow to blame.  
 “Promise.” She gave him a quavering smile, color 
returning to her cheeks. “I just needed some air.” Her hands 
roamed over her skirts, shaking them neatly into place. She 
balled them up in her lap, but the quiver was still evident.  
 “Some air and a drink.” 

Her gaze locked with his. She took a deep breath and 
blew it out with a shudder. His cock twitched rudely, heat 
flashed though him, lodging behind his sternum the coals of 
a banked fire. She couldn’t be thinking what that expression 
implied, but God how that look made him want to drag her 
out into the garden and peel every stitch off her . . . to 
explore every hidden bit of flesh.  
 

�  
  

Eleanor  picked apart a lobster patty with her fork. 
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The sudden rush of awareness had destroyed her appetite. 
The viscount sat across from her, watching her like a cat 
poised beside a birdcage, wondering just how much trouble 
he’d be in if he slid one paw through the bars . . . 

And she wanted him to reach for her. That was the 
problem. Wanted it so badly her legs were shaking with 
nervous anticipation, and the delicate lobster on her plate 
tasted like sawdust.  

“Ready to settle your debt, Miss Blakely?”  
“Here?” 
“We could go for a turn in the garden if you prefer an 

alfresco setting?” 
Her pulse leapt, blood rushing through her limbs. The 

viscount rose, tugging on his gloves. “Come, a little airing 
will do you good.” 

Eleanor pulled her own gloves on, kidskin sliding 
sinuously over skin and bone. She flexed her hand, forcing 
the forchettes down into the valleys between each finger. 

She studied Wroxton out of the corner of her eye: his 
wig was immaculate, the silvery-gray of his suit a little plain 
if one missed the flash of spangles on his waistcoat. What 
was he after with this extended flirtation? She’d found her-
self pondering the question more and more as the weeks 
passed and their wagers grew ever more intimate. She was an 
unlikely target for idle seduction.  

The small terrace was awash with couples, as was the 
garden below. Brightly colored lanterns illuminated the long 
expanse of manicured borders and orderly beds set between 
high brick walls. Wroxton led her carefully down the steps 
and along one of the artful gravel paths.  

Laughter washed over them, followed by a high, 



Kalen Hughes                        SOMETHING WICKED                                 18 

piercing shriek. The distant baying of a dog broke into the 
silence that followed. Everyone in the garden rushed towards 
the spot from whence the cry had erupted, gaudy and loud as 
courtiers playing pall mall. Everyone but Wroxton, who held 
her firmly in place as others dashed past them in a bright 
hued swirl of silk.  

He turned her around and led her back towards the 
house, salmon moving up stream. A few steps more and he 
pulled her around the stone buttress, pressing her back 
against the cold stone, just out of sight of the hordes teaming 
over the terrace, one large hand firmly anchored to her waist. 

“No doubt the poor girl even now finds herself 
engaged as penance for protesting some small liberty a bit 
too lustily.” He leaned in, shoulder propped against the wall 
beside her, breath warm on her cheek. 

“No doubt.” Eleanor swallowed, as embarrassed no 
doubt as the poor girl down in the garden must be as half the 
ton descended. She shouldn’t want this. She shouldn’t want 
him. Hadn’t one ill-planned escapade been enough for a 
lifetime?  

She waited for him kiss her. There could be no other 
reason for him to have maneuvered her into such a secluded 
spot. Instead, he knelt and fit both hands around her ankle. 
Strong, sure, they slid up her calf. Her lungs seized. She 
flattened her hands against the stone wall behind her, holding 
herself up as her knees threatened to give way.  

“What are you doing?” Her voice came out with a 
squeak at the end, the last word almost entirely unintelligible 
even to her.  

“Claiming my prize.” A finger slid inside the top of 
her stocking, stroking the sensitive skin at the back of her 
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knee. 
“Your prize is in my pocket. Stand up!” She tried to 

shake him off, pushing him away with the leg he held. His 
grip tightened. 

“I prefer this one.” He fiddled with her garter, fingers 
circling under it. 
 Conway caught the garter as it fell from her leg. It 
was too dark to really see anything, but he could imagine 
more than enough . . . .  
 His hand pushed up her thigh as though of its own 
accord. She caught her breath audibly, but no word of protest 
or chastisement erupted to spoil the moment. His senses 
flooded with the scent of warm flesh, with the impulse to 
posses every inch of her. He placed an open-mouthed kiss on 
the inside of her thigh, just above her stocking, bit down and 
sucked, hard.  
 She made a choking sound that cut off as she gasped 
for air. What would she do if he lifted her skirts further? If 
he pushed higher, put his mouth where he wanted to and 
sucked until she screamed? 
 He smiled into the dark and blew across the damp 
mark he’d left on her skin. He was going to get himself 
killed, but it just might be worth it. She might be worth it.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

 
Mr. Perry shot up from the table, the legs of his chair 

scraping loudly. Miss Hardy stepped towards the pianoforte 
and he trailed after her.  

Conway smiled. Tonight it had taken only two hands 
before the youngsters had run away. Each week they were 
leaving sooner and sooner, which suited him perfectly. It had 
been all he could do not to boot the two youngsters from the 
table immediately. He hadn’t seen Miss Blakely—Eleanor—
since the ball. Four whole days. A bloody eternity.  

He’d kept her garter in his pocket the entire time, 
even when he’d met her brother for a fencing bout at 
Angelo’s. It was an expensive little bit of silk, unexpectedly 
embroidered with the phrase You’re not allowed to see me. 

He smiled down at his cards. He’d done more than 
see it.  

She was driving him mad.  
If she were only a widow. Hell, if she were just some 

other man’s wife . . . there was a mystery in there some-
where. Why wasn’t she married? It made no earthly sense. 
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He blew out his breath and tried to keep his thoughts from 
drifting to the smooth skin of her thighs, tried not to remem-
ber the scent of that skin, clean like a garden after a summer 
shower, with a ripe undertone that promised more if one was 
to explore a bit.  

She fingered her cards. “What shall we wager to-
night?” 

“A lock of your hair?” 
She met his gaze steadily, lips curling into a smile. 

“Certainly.” She looked him up and down, studying him 
intently. “A lock of my hair against your cravat pin.” 

Conway raised one brow and nodded his assent. The 
stakes were becoming more dangerous, but he couldn’t bring 
himself to stop. At some point he’d go too far, but to date he 
hadn’t found her limit, not even in the Devonshires’ garden.  

The urge to kiss her was overwhelming. He found 
himself picturing it at the oddest moments: sitting in his 
family’s box at Drury Lane, lounging in the bath, while 
drinking at White’s. God knew he’d wanted to kiss her after 
he’d removed her garter, and he would have, if she hadn’t 
been painted and powdered like an opera singer. He wasn’t 
fool enough to mar such perfection. Not in public, anyway.   

As the evening came to an end, and people began to 
rise, the noise level of the room swelled like the crescendo of 
an operetta. Across the inlaid face of the table Miss Blakely 
laid down her cards. Conway frowned.  

She’d won again.  
Damn.  
He’d been looking forward to seeing how she would 

manage to hand over one of her curls without alerting her 
mother. Not to mention the fact that he simply wanted to 
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posses one. Another scandalous memento to tuck into his top 
bureau drawer, to carry around in his pocket and fondle.  

“Your game, Miss Blakely.” He tossed his own cards 
aside.  

She tried, unsuccessfully, to hide a smile. Her elusive 
dimple appeared, only to vanish as she caught her lower lip 
between her teeth.      

“You needn’t looked so pleased, you little sharp!” 
Conway ripped his cravat pin loose and set it on the table. 
“My valet will never forgive me for losing this.” 

She chuckled softly, a husky, contralto sound that 
made his groin tighten.  

 “You still have the plain gold one you wore last 
week. And the diamond one you were sporting at the ball.” 

“Yes, but Tompkins doesn’t approve of either of 
those pins.” 
 

�  
 
Conway watched his mother’s coach rumble away 

through patches of oily yellow light thrown by the street 
lamps. Once she was gone, he strolled down the street 
towards his club on St. James Street, his thoughts turning—
as they so often did lately—to the teasing little baggage he’d 
just left behind at Lady Hardy’s.  

What exactly was he doing?  
It had started innocently enough, but had quickly 

blossomed into something else. Something wicked. Some-
thing he didn’t think he could give up.  

It wasn’t any of the usual things that had caught, and 
held, his attention. It was the hint of mischief that lurked in 
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her eyes, and the way she worried her lip with her teeth when 
she was plotting. It was the way she looked at him when he 
teased her, her lips pressed together disapprovingly, but her 
eyes smiling. It was little things—easily missed things—that 
made her sparkle when one observed her closely.  

She participated in their little game with decided 
enthusiasm, but she clearly didn’t take their flirtation, or 
him, seriously. She’d given him each of the prizes he’d 
demanded without a hint of embarrassment or any 
acknowledgement that by willing bestowing something as 
personal as a glove or a garter upon him, they were both 
stepping well beyond the bounds of propriety.  

Simply put, she had no awareness of him as a man, 
and it was damned irritating. 

The following week, Conway again demanded one of 
her curls, but found himself sorely tempted to lose when she 
countered with a demand to be allowed to drive his phaeton. 
A real outing. A chance to have her truly all to himself . . . it 
was irresistible. 

“Can you drive, Miss Blakely? Or would this wager 
perforce include driving lessons?” Lessons which could take 
up an entire afternoon . . . maybe even two or three. Hours 
and hours alone with her.  

“Oh, I can drive, my lord. Harold taught me. You 
needn’t worry I’d overturn us.” 

Harold. Conway grimaced. There was a thought to 
extinguish a man’s ardor: vindictive brothers, five of them, 
not to mention a father who rivaled them in size and ability.  

“Well, then.” He let the action of shuffling the cards 
pull his thoughts away from vengeful brothers and dawn 
meetings over dewy grass. “Let us see who will have to pay 
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a forfeit this week, shall we?” 
Miss Blakely chewed her lip. A sure sign she held a 

losing hand. His mother waved from across the room, 
obviously ready to leave. He nodded to her, but didn’t move 
to join her immediately. He wasn’t done here. He was about 
to become the proud owner of a glossy, black ringlet.  

“My game, Miss Blakely?”  
She nodded, laying her cards aside with a hint of a 

blush. That was interesting. Even when she’d lost her garter 
she hadn’t blushed. Hell, she hadn’t even seemed 
discomposed when he’d left a love bite on her thigh. In fact, 
he could have sworn she’d cocked her leg outward, allowing 
him even better access. That had not been the action of a 
sheltered, virginal miss, but would be madness indeed to 
assume that at nearly thirty she was entirely untouched. 
There must be some grand disappointment buried in her past.  

“Shall I claim my prize now? Or would you prefer to 
deliver it later?” 

Her expression turned frosty. “I believe I’ll take the 
second option, my lord. I don’t happen to have any scissors 
at hand just now.” 

Conway chuckled. It really was too bad the evening 
was at an end. It was just becoming promising. She stood 
and began tugging on her gloves.  

“What about one last wager?” he said. “A single cut 
of the cards. If you win, you keep your curl, and I let you 
drive my grays.”  

“And if you win?” She eyed him speculatively, green 
eyes inscrutable as a cat’s.  

“And if I win . . . well, if I win, Miss Blakely, I get to 
call you Eleanor here in our little private bubble, and I get to 
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cut that curl myself.” 
She looked at him as though he’d lost his mind, but 

she shuffled the cards all the same. An inveterate gamester? 
Perhaps that’s all this was: A scenario of his own invention, 
one in which the lady simply couldn’t say no.  

“Cut,” she commanded, one hand riding her waist, 
her posture imperious.  

He turned up the nine of diamonds and showed it to 
her with a little flourish. Not a face card, but a high card all 
the same. She wrinkled her nose at him, eyed the deck, and 
then cut, holding her card out to him without looking. 

“Well?” Her slightly breathless question skittered 
through him.  

“You promise you shan’t over turn us, Miss 
Blakely?” 

Eleanor gave a delighted gurgle of laughter and 
checked her card: Knave of Clubs. “Not a chance, my lord. 
Shall we say four o’clock tomorrow? That way I’ll be 
conversant with your team by the time the park becomes 
crowded?”  

He nodded at her, not looking at all displeased to 
have lost, and with one last odd smile, he stepped away to 
join his mother. Eleanor took herself off to find her mother, 
wishing she understood the undercurrents of the game they 
were playing. She could have almost convinced herself he 
was courting her.  

Almost. 
Eleanor climbed into her mother’s coach and settled 

onto the cold leather seat. Her mother gave a dramatic shiver 
and thrust both hands deeply into the swansdown muff in her 
lap. “Now what was that all about, dear?”  



Kalen Hughes                        SOMETHING WICKED                                 26 

“All what, Mamma?” Eleanor stared out the window 
into the dark streets. They rolled past a sedan chair with a 
link boy running before it, torch in hand.  

Her mother shook her head, sending a small shower 
of hair powder drifting down. “You and Viscount Wroxton 
spend every week playing cards together, thick as thieves. 
He danced two full sets with you at the Devonshires’ rout, 
and tonight I see him looking like the cat who’s got into the 
cream. You’re playing with fire, sweetheart.”  

Eleanor winced. Trust her mother to have caught 
nearly every detail. “All that happened tonight was that the 
viscount lost a wager, and so tomorrow he has to let me drive 
his phaeton round the park.” 

“Let you what?” Her mother’s brows shot up.  
“Drive his phaeton round the park,” Eleanor repeated 

slowly. “You know, Mamma, type of sporting vehicle, 
pulled by two horses, in this case, the most beautiful set of 
matched grays you ever saw.”  

“I know what a phaeton is, Eleanor.”  
“I was sure you did,” Eleanor replied trying not to 

laugh at her mother’s incredulous expression. 
“Wroxton has been seen with you quite often lately, 

dear. And now, he’s letting you drive his horses. You don’t 
think—” 

“No,” Eleanor cut her mother off. “No, I don’t.” 
She’d been trying not to think at all. Especially not about the 
feeling of Wroxton’s hands, let alone his mouth, on her skin. 
She paused, searching for calm. “Be reasonable, Mamma. 
Lord Wroxton will be an earl someday, and I’m—well . . .”  

Reality, true for all that it remained unspoken filled 
the carriage: Six years on the town, one enormous scandal 
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waiting in the wings, and no longer a virgin. Even were 
Wroxton to make her an offer of marriage, she couldn’t—in 
good conscience—accept him. What she’d do if he made her 
an offer of another sort terrified her. Her ruin would be 
nothing next to what her brothers would do to the viscount, 
but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to say no.  

Her mother heaved a large sigh. “One mistake, 
dearest, one little mistake. You needn’t martyr yourself over 
it. The viscount truly does seem to enjoy your company. He 
even took you to supper. Why not at least attempt to make 
the most of it?” 

Thank God her mother hadn’t the slightest idea what 
that supper had consisted of. “The viscount is a friend of 
Harold’s, Mamma. He dances with me because it gives him a 
break from all the marriage-minded misses snapping at his 
heels.” 

“If you say so, dearest.” Her mother didn’t sound at 
all convinced. “But I do think I might know a little more 
about men than you do.” 

Eleanor struggled to overcome the sinking feeling in 
the pit of her stomach. Were other people currently 
speculating on her relationship with Wroxton? No one ever 
paid the slightest attention to her, but of course the ton paid 
attention to the viscount’s actions and partners.  

It would be humiliating if the gossips were to pick up 
where her mother’s thoughts left off. Far too humiliating. It 
was bad enough to be permanently on the shelf, but to have 
people saying she’d set her cap at Wroxton would be awful. 
And when nothing came of it—as nothing would, despite her 
mother’s opinion—the pitting looks and sly comments would 
be unbearable.  
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Much as she enjoyed the viscount’s company—and 
as desperately as she wanted to drive those beautiful grays of 
his—she was going to have to put a stop to their interactions. 
Starting with not going driving with him on the morrow.  

Eleanor slumped back against the squabs. It was only 
May, she still had more than a month before she could retreat 
to Kelburn Tower. God, how stale it was going to be without 
her weekly wagers . . . without Wroxton.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
 

“Wroxton, what kind of simpleton do you take me 
for? I’m not blind for Heaven’s sake. You’ve been chasing 
after Eleanor Blakely all season. You’re a sly thing—I’ll 
give you that—but please, don’t treat me like a widgeon.” 

Conway stared at his mother, eggs dripping from his 
fork. His father harrumphed from the far end of the table and 
shook his newspaper as though the motion would magically 
banish conversation from the breakfast room.  

He set his fork down. “I have not been courting Miss 
Blakely, Mother.” 

“Well maybe you should.” The earl’s voice boomed 
out from behind the wall of The Morning Post. “High time 
you courted somebody who doesn’t make her living on her 
back.”  

“Charles!” His mother set her tea cup down with 
enough force that the china rang like a bell. 

The paper slowly lowered until the earl’s eyes were 
just visible below his wild, white brows. “I’m just saying; 
not a boy any more; time there was an heir—or three—
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bouncing around the nursery wing.”  
 Conway picked his fork back up and took a large, 

deliberate, bite. He had not been chasing Eleanor all season, 
at least not in the way his mother seemed to be implying. 
And his father—damn him—wasn’t helping matters at all. 
The countess was clearly dreaming of bridals now. He could 
almost smell the orange blossoms.  

He was never going to hear the end of this.  
Conway chewed his mouthful of eggs and reached 

for his coffee. Damnation. His mother was half-right. Lately 
his amusing flirtation had come to resemble something very 
like courtship, albeit a rather unorthodox one.  

He’d never been able to picture any of the girls so-
ciety was forever thrusting at him sitting across from him at 
the breakfast table day after day after day. But he could 
clearly picture Eleanor sitting there . . . wearing that smile 
that intrigued him so.  

She wasn’t the wife he’d imagined—that faceless 
woman had always been a petite blonde, with an air of frailty 
about her, someone rather like his mother—but Eleanor had 
utterly usurped the position, supplanting that imaginary miss 
to such an extent that he could no longer even remember 
what other qualities he’d imagined she’d have. He couldn’t 
picture anything beyond lively green eyes, a wicked smile, 
and a rather inappropriate sense of humor as necessities. The 
whole scenario boiled down to one simple fact: he wanted 
Miss Eleanor Blakely, and as of this morning, he intended to 
have her.  

 
�  
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It had been all he could do to wait patiently until four 
o’clock. Eleanor had given no indication that she was 
expecting a declaration, or that she would welcome one 
even, but today might change that. And if not? Well, the 
season still had more than a month to go, two if her family 
stayed late and saw it to the very end . . . plenty of time to 
bring her round to his way of thinking. 

After a good ten minutes of kicking his heels, 
Eleanor finally arrived. She was wearing a simple saque 
gown rather than the habit he’d been expecting. He looked 
her up and down. He’d never imagined Eleanor as 
unpunctual. She seemed just the sort who was always on 
time for everything. 

“Do you need time to change?” he said. “I’m happy 
to wait.” 

“No.” She sounded more subdued than he’d ever 
heard her. “I think it would be better if we forgot about the 
wager. About all the wagers.” 

“I don’t understand.” Conway frowned, watching her 
closely and trying to make sense of the sudden change in her. 
Yesterday she’d been mad to drive his horses. Yesterday 
she’d been happy to see him too. What had happened? 

“There’s nothing to understand.” She shrugged, an 
inelegant jerk of her shoulders that spoke volumes. She 
wandered towards the fireplace, seemingly at a loss as she 
confronted the cold grate. “I just think that we’ve been 
making a bit of spectacle of ourselves. I’m going to end up 
humiliated, and possibly ruined if we continue on as we have 
been.” 

Conway opened his mouth to protest, then shut it 
again. She was right. And the last thing he wanted was a 
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bride who felt she’d been forced to choose marriage as the 
lesser of two evils.  “Would you, perhaps, assent to my driv-
ing you around the park?” 

She glanced up at him, eyes wavering behind a sheen 
of tears. “I don’t think so, my lord.”  

Panic mewled in the recesses of his brain. Tears were 
not something he was prepared for.  

“Not even slightly tempted, Miss Blakely?” 
“More than slightly, and you know it. You’re not at 

all stupid.” She gave him a wavering smile that didn’t reach 
her eyes.  

Conway smiled back at her, unable to help it. “I’m 
glad we agree on that much.” 

Obviously, not only his mother had taken note of the 
amount of time they’d been spending together. Had her 
mother—or some other busybody—warned her off? Or 
possibly urged her on? Either way they hadn’t done him any 
favors. He’d been uncertain enough of her without this.  

“What if I were to promise no chance of humiliation 
or ruin?” 

She eyed him skeptically. “I’d say you’d run mad. 
That’s a promise you’d find it impossible to keep.”  

“Only if I meant to parade you about and not marry 
you.”  

Eleanor goggled at him, visibly incredulous. She 
went pale and then red. But she wasn’t blushing. No. Unless 
his ability to read women had suddenly deserted him, he was 
witnessing his future wife in a rage.  

The silence stretched uncomfortably. She huffed, 
nearly panting with agitation, and stood up ramrod-strait. 
Conway frowned. This was not how he’d meant to declare 
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himself.  
“Since I just declared myself I think you might say 

something. Yes, Conway, would do. Oh, please, Conway. I’d 
even settle for Yes, my lord—though it makes me feel 
ancient.” He dipped his head slightly and gave her what he 
hoped was a teasing smile.  

“No.” 
“No?” 
“No, my lord. No to marriage. No to carriage rides in 

the park. And no to any more of-of-of this.” She waved her 
hand about dismissively.  

“No,” his voice grated as he thrust the word out past 
a locked jaw. “No.” He mulled the word over, holding her 
gaze, refusing to blink. To look away. To allow her to 
escape.  

She eyed him coldly, her chin held up at an unnatural 
angle. Unable to think what else to do, Conway simply 
hauled her into his arms and kissed her, his mouth sliding 
down over hers, cutting off any attempt to protest. He’d been 
wanting to kiss her for weeks. In fact, he’d already decided a 
kiss was to be the subject of their next wager, but faced with 
her refusal, kissing her now seemed a much better option. 

Eleanor stiffened. The viscount had his arms locked 
securely around her, his tongue tracing the soft, inside edge 
of her lower lip. She shivered as the bottom dropped out of 
her stomach with a sickening lurch. This was a disaster. She 
jerked her head back, slewing it to one side to avoid his 
mouth. 

He growled, “Don’t!” then captured her mouth again, 
his lips working teasingly against hers, his tongue stroking, 
challenging her to respond in kind. She went momentarily 
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limp, and he pulled her infinitesimally closer. The scent of 
him—soap, leather, and faint bay rum—filled her head, cut 
right through her, making her knees quake. 

  She wedged her arm in-between them, desperate to 
catch her breath, and pushed him back from her. “But you 
don’t want—”  

“I do,” he murmured, his voice dropping into a 
seductive purr that sent a chill down her spine. 

“But—” 
“No,” he replied, cutting her off again. “No buts.” He 

tightened his grip on her, staring down, his expression 
perfectly serious, maybe even a tiny bit put out. The heat of 
his body pushed through the layers of their clothing, daring 
her to burrow in. Desire flared and pooled in her belly, 
almost painful in its intensity. She had to tell him, and when 
she did, this would be over, he would be gone, and if she was 
very, very lucky, he’d keep her secret to himself.  

“But—” 
“But nothing, Eleanor. You let me kiss you. That’s 

almost as good as a yes.” 
“I didn’t let you, and it can’t happen again.” 
“I rather think it can and will.” His hands caged her 

more loosely, fingers anchored in her petticoats. “In fact . . .” 
He leaned down to kiss her again but she forestalled him, 
setting shaking fingers on his jaw.  

Tears burned behind her eyes, pressing painfully for 
release. She took a breath and waited for them to recede. She 
needed just the right words and her brain didn’t seem to be 
functioning properly. It was like she had sunk beneath the 
waves of the loch at Kelburn and couldn’t seem to find the 
surface.  
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“It’s not no because I won’t. It’s no because I can’t. 
My mother would tell me not to be a fool, but I can’t marry 
you, Wroxton. I went and fouled everything up when I was 
still in the schoolroom. And though my brothers found me, 
and my father paid the man a small fortune to go away, that 
doesn’t change the basic facts. I’m ruined, for all that it’s 
still a secret.” 
 She waited for the words to sink in, for the viscount 
to grasp her meaning. She tried to pull out of his grasp, but 
his hands locked in her skirts, trapping her. 
 “Ruined? Do you mean to say you’re not a virgin?” 
He gave made a small, dismissive sound, something like a 
chuckle. “Hell, Eleanor, you’re nearly thirty. I’d assumed 
there was some tragic story behind your spinsterhood. 
Doesn’t make one iota of sense otherwise. Besides, marrying 
a fallen woman has its appeal. No wedding night jitters.” He 
grinned and swooped in to kiss her again, dragging her over 
to the couch and down into his lap as he did so.   
 His hand slid up her leg, pushing her petticoats and 
shift aside. He stopped to fiddle with her garter, before 
pushing up to the bare skin of her thigh. Eleanor attempted to 
push her skirts down and shove his hand away to no avail. 
He laughed softly and rested his forehead against hers. She 
could feel his triumphant grin, even if she couldn’t see it. He 
kissed her again, softly, lip to lip, coaxing her along, his 
hand slipping up her leg . . .  
 The sound of booted feet descending the stairs broke 
them apart. Eleanor dragged herself from the viscount’s lap 
and hastily set her clothing to rights. “So it’s yes? It’s yes or 
it’s like to be murder.” The viscount’s promptings were low 
and urgent. “Your brothers are going to scatter my teeth 
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allover the carpet and throw me down the front steps if it’s 
no.” Footsteps sounded outside the ajar door and Harold’s 
coach dog burst into the room. “Speak, nod, shake your 
head.” 
 Eleanor nodded dumbly, and shoved the eager dog 
off of her, trying to jam her foot back into the shoe she’d 
somehow lost. “Yes. It’s yes.”  
 The viscount smiled brilliantly, displaying the perfect 
teeth she’d just saved. The door swung fully open and three 
of her brothers wandered in. Wroxton lounged at his ease in 
the corner of the couch, not a hair out of place.  
 Nonplused, filled with the rush—the thrill—of nearly 
being caught, Eleanor forced herself to relax. To appear as if 
being found in a tête-à-tête with one of her brothers’ friends 
was the most natural thing in the world.   
 Harold strode in, snapped his fingers and his dog 
retreated from its continued attempts to worm its way up on-
to the couch. Behind him, Hamish stopped dead and started 
until Jamie rammed right into him and pushed him further 
into the room.  
 “Wroxton, those your grays out front?” Harold said 
without flicking so much as an inquiring glance over her. 
Not a good sign. He was far too blasé, even for Harold.  
 “You come to pick up Elly?” her brother Hamish 
thrust in, clearly trying to be helpful.  
 “Why ain’t ya dressed, El?” Jamie asked, adding his 
own momentum to Hamish’s push. “How long do you mean 
to keep Wroxton’s horses waiting? Good God, haven’t we 
trained you up better than that?”  
 “She was just going to get changed,” Wroxton cut in. 
“Apparently I mistook the appointed hour.” 
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 All three of the men looked them up and down and 
Eleanor jerked up off the couch. “I’ll be back in just a few 
moments.” With one last, worried glance at the assembled 
mass of brothers between her and the door Eleanor forged 
ahead. Harold maintained his air of quiet study, but Jamie 
burst into a grin that threatened to crack his head in half.  
 Eleanor held her breath. Jamie had caught the scent, 
Harold couldn’t be far behind. If she could just get out of the 
room before they descended into masculine ribaldry, she 
might keep her tempter. 

“By the way, Elly,” Harold’s voice, quick with 
unexpected amusement, caught her as surely as his hand 
might have, “your hair’s half-down your back and I think 
that’s your fichu Squeaker’s eating in the corner.” 

Eleanor turned back to face him, unable to keep her 
expression serene. Her blush started at her toes and felt as 
though it must have turned even her hair red.  

 “Hurry along, love. Won’t do to keep Wroxton 
waiting. Not before he’s spoken to father at any rate. And as 
the pater won’t be home for hours yet, I can’t think of a safer 
place for the two of you than tooling about in an open 
carriage.”  

 
 
 

Finis. 
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