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​Chapter 1: A Battle of Barbs
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Every inch of Lady Whitcombe’s townhouse had been dressed for tonight’s occasion. Walls draped in pale damask, cushions fluffed within an inch of their satin lives, and the hostess herself stationed like a benevolent general at the front to marshal her troops of debutantes and their eager mothers. 

In the far corner of the drawing room, a string quartet shivered through their tuning, their dissonant chords only barely masking the rustle of silk skirts and the soft clatter of society’s gossip sharpening its teeth. Candlelight dripped in golden puddles from chandeliers overhead, catching the gilt edges of mirrors and painting the seated guests in flattering glow.

Into this glittering cage walked Miss Cecelia Montclare. Emerald silk poured over her curves like sin made wearable, daring against the sea of pale lilac and soft blush. A shade too bold, too assertive, too... her. Her chestnut hair had been forced into something resembling order, though a knowing curl or two had already defected to her temples. And her hazel eyes scanned the room with the cool resignation of a woman preparing to be disappointed.

She’d barely made it three steps into the drawing room before the first sigh escaped her, as subtle as it was damning.

“If I am made to endure another simpering sonnet about a shepherdess and her lamb, I shall hurl myself into the punch bowl and let society puzzle out the symbolism.” Cecelia murmured under her breath.

“You might at least wait until after the refreshments have been served,” came Felicity’s cheerful reply beside her.

Miss Felicity Dane was, as always, dressed like springtime and mischief had gotten into the liquor cabinet together. Her gown was demure peach trimmed in ivory lace, which looked deceptively innocent unless one knew the girl wearing it. Her curls bounced with every impish step, and her fan hid a mouth eternally on the brink of laughter.

“If you keep scowling like that,” Felicity added, voice low and singsong, “you’ll frighten away what few suitors dare approach.”

Cecelia arched a brow without breaking stride. “If that’s all it takes, they deserve to be frightened. Think of it as a public service.”

Felicity laughed behind her fan, drawing a few curious glances from the assembly of girls posed like dolls along the perimeter. Every one of them, Cecelia noted, was smiling in precisely the same way: softly, eyes down, lips parted just enough to suggest a modest receptiveness to male attention but not so much as to indicate eagerness. It was a look taught by chaperones and perfected through endless hours of pianoforte practice and sighing over Byronic heroes.

Cecelia wore no such expression. Hers said plainly: Try me, and you will not recover.

Which, of course, was why the ton talked.

The murmurs started as they always did, tucked between names and nibbled sweets.

“...yes, Lady Montclare, that’s her...”

“...the one who turned down Lord Hawthorne and Lord Crouchley...”

“...so clever, poor girl, not the marrying sort, you know...”

Cecelia heard none of it directly, and all of it anyway. She had developed a kind of social echolocation over the past two Seasons, every nod and glance reflected off her, telling her exactly how little the room expected of her.

Not pretty enough to be silent. Not meek enough to be sought. Too clever to marry, as one baron’s sister had once said with an indulgent pat to Cecelia’s hand, as if her intelligence were some unruly pet that ought to be muzzled before company.

Felicity tilted toward her as they passed a particularly ardent cluster of whispering girls, all pastel and pearls. “Did you see Miss Grantham’s expression when you entered?”

“She thought I looked like a scandal in search of a headline.”

“You did,” Felicity said brightly. “It was perfect.”

Cecelia almost smiled. Almost.

She narrowed her eyes toward the musicians, who were now repositioning their chairs as Lady Whitcombe’s harried footman scuttled to announce the first performer. A Miss Penelope something, Cecelia already couldn’t recall. The girl stepped forward, clutching a sheet of music as if it might shield her from the very idea of an audience. A soprano, of course.

Cecelia braced herself. “She’s going to sing about moonlight,” she muttered. “Or violets. Or the tragic melancholy of waiting for a suitor who inexplicably prefers her sister.”

Felicity grinned. “You’re in rare form tonight.”

“I am under siege,” Cecelia replied, fingers tightening over her fan. “And this is only the first hour.”

As the opening notes of the song warbled into existence, accompanied by an almost apologetic violin, Cecelia let her gaze drift. Up, around, anywhere but the quivering soprano. Her eyes caught on a mirrored panel, then on a group of gentlemen gathered by the hearth, murmuring behind their cuffs like boys at a schoolhouse dared to speak to a girl. Not a single one seemed particularly promising. She knew the type. They’d flatter a dress without noticing the woman inside it.

One of them glanced her way and looked swiftly away again. Cecelia nearly rolled her eyes. She did not bite. Not unless provoked.

And yet, though she would not admit it aloud, not even to Felicity, not even to herself in the quiet dark of her room, some small, treacherous part of her had hoped for something unexpected. A conversation that didn’t make her wish for a sharp object, perhaps. Or a man who didn’t tremble at the idea of her having thoughts. Someone... interesting.

Instead, there were sopranos and suitors and the same damned polite laughter echoing against plastered walls like ghosts of previous failures.

Felicity nudged her. “Don’t look now,” she whispered, “but I believe Lady Constance is debating whether your neckline is scandalous or merely unfortunate.”

Cecelia gave a bored glance toward the old matron in question. “Let her. It’s the most intellectual engagement she’s likely to have this evening.”

Felicity muffled a snort behind her fan.

The soprano’s final note wavered toward the heavens, died a quivering death, and was met with the polite ripple of applause that indicated the audience was relieved it was over.

Cecelia joined in, just enough claps to be civil. She was already angling her fan toward Felicity to say something appropriately unkind when a murmur shifted the atmosphere of the room. Not scandalous enough to be a commotion, but certainly enough to draw feminine gazes en masse toward the far side of the salon.

“Oh God,” Cecelia muttered, already knowing.

Felicity’s eyes were sparkling. “So, he’s here.”

Leaning one shoulder against a marble column as though the weight of gravity simply did not apply to him, Lord Nathaniel Langley stood at ease in the very center of a loosely gathered court of admirers. His cravat was tied with a level of care that implied deliberate negligence. Perfectly askew, the kind that required three servants and at least one mirror angled just so. He wore charcoal with subtle silver threadwork, a touch dashing and dangerously close to unrepentant. His expression — lazy smile, blue-gray eyes glinting beneath lashes far too dark for a blond — radiated charm so practiced it might as well have been measured by instrument.

Around him fluttered a handful of girls, all in various states of giggling admiration. One clutched her fan so tightly it was bending. Another twirled a curl around her finger as if it might cast a spell. Nathaniel said something Cecelia couldn’t hear and the entire flock tittered like geese in a flowerbed.

Julian Fairfax stood nearby, his expression halfway between boredom and disbelief. His cravat had given up entirely, hanging loose beneath a waistcoat he’d clearly not bothered to button all the way. He swirled the wine in his glass as though hoping it might gain enough courage to flee the room on its own.

“Please tell me he’s not going to...” Cecelia began.

“He is,” Felicity confirmed, wickedly delighted. “Lady Everson has just begged him for a verse.”

“Wonderful,” Cecelia said flatly. “I do so enjoy having my intelligence insulted in rhyming couplets.”

Across the room, Nathaniel performed the faintest bow. “If you insist, ladies. But I must warn you, I am no Byron. Nor even his least literate cousin.”

“Oh, do hush,” purred Lady Everson, giggling.

He took the center as if born to it, because, Cecelia thought with venomous fondness, he was. He didn’t need to adjust his coat or clear his throat. He simply straightened, slid a hand into his pocket, and let the room hush itself around him.

Nathaniel Langley’s voice was sin and sugar. He spoke while his gaze trailed over his audience with casual ease:


“The moon, pale witness to a restless sigh,

Lends silver secrets to the midnight sky.

Her beams, though cold, do warm the soul’s despair —

As though her light might conjure someone there.

Oh! To trace her glow on a lover’s skin,

And find in silence all that lies within —”



Cecelia let out a sound. It escaped without permission. An audible, irreverent little snrk, quickly strangled, but too late. Heads turned. Felicity visibly choked on a laugh, hiding behind her fan as if to suffocate it.

Nathaniel paused, eyes narrowing infinitesimally.

Cecelia cleared her throat, affecting innocence. “Apologies, my lord. But if moonlight sighs so much in your company, I can only assume it is crying for rescue.”

A few gasps fluttered in the air. Someone at the back outright giggled. Lady Everson’s mouth dropped open in soft, horrified delight.

Nathaniel’s lips twitched. The smile he gave was not his usual, and Cecelia noticed the difference. It was cooler than his norm, tighter at the corners, just enough to suggest her mockery had landed somewhere it wasn’t meant to.

But he smoothed it in a blink, tilting his head with mock sympathy. “And yet, Miss Montclare, the moonlight has never begged for your company. How fortunate for it that you’re so difficult to court.”

That earned a chorus of appreciative oohs. Felicity fanned harder, like she might combust from sheer amusement.

Cecelia’s smile was all teeth now, the kind bred in drawing rooms and sharpened by endless rounds of conversational fencing. Her fan flicked open with a practiced snap, and she held it like a weapon between them. “Ah, yes. You must be quite the authority on what’s difficult to court, given how often you attempt it.”

Nathaniel’s smirk widened, though a muscle twitched near his jaw. “Practice makes perfect,” he said smoothly, “though in your case, I suspect no amount of practice would suffice.”

The air around them tightened with the exquisite anticipation of scandal. A collective mmm of barely repressed excitement threaded through the crowd. Behind a column, a young woman audibly gasped, while another stifled a laugh behind her gloved knuckles.

Somewhere near the pianoforte, a gentleman muttered, “Ten guineas on Langley dying by fan-blade before Christmas.”

“I’ll raise you five he proposes first,” came the immediate reply.

Lady Whitcombe, ever vigilant from her throne-like settee, gave a decorous little tsk and murmured something about “spirited conversation.” She did not, however, rise or interfere. No hostess in her right mind would smother the ton’s favorite slow-burning theater.

“You wound me, Miss Montclare,” Nathaniel murmured, cocking his head in mock pain. “Truly, I had no idea you thought of me so often.”

Cecelia let out a short, cold laugh that still somehow tasted like honey. “Oh, I think of you rarely, my lord. But your antics do rather insist upon themselves.”

“Then allow me to apologize on behalf of my antics.” He bowed, shallow and lazy, and she hated, hated, how fluidly he moved, like arrogance had been poured into human form and tailored in expensive wool.

She lifted her chin. “That would require sincerity.”

Nathaniel straightened with a shrug. “I find sincerity wildly overrated. In society, at least.”

“In poetry as well, clearly,” she shot back.

“Oof,” said Felicity, far too loudly.

Julian, who has now moved to Felicity’s side and sipping indolently from a crystal glass of something disturbingly unidentifiable, leaned in toward her with a theatrical sigh. “I give them two months before one of them proposes out of sheer frustration.”

Felicity grinned, eyes fixed on the duel unfolding before them. “Two months? You’re generous. I’d give them a week, if they can stop insulting each other long enough to manage a proposal.”

Julian hummed thoughtfully. “We could always trap them in a conservatory and see what happens.”

“Oh no,” Felicity whispered, eyes dancing. “That would result in a duel. Or maybe, a wedding.”

“Wouldn’t that be delightful?”

Their exchange was soft, meant for each other alone, but the knowing glances that passed between nearby guests revealed that they weren’t the only ones treating Cecelia and Nathaniel’s verbal warfare as after-dinner entertainment.

“Is this their third or fourth public spat this Season?” someone murmured behind a fan.

“Fifth,” came the prompt correction.

“They hate each other more every year.”

“Or,” added a baroness with wine-wet lips and a fond eye for drama, “they’re already half in love.”

Cecelia caught none of this directly, but she didn’t need to. She could feel the crowd closing in, not physically, but emotionally. Leaning toward her and Nathaniel like an audience toward the stage, breath held, waiting for the final line of the act.

She refused to give it to them. Instead, she turned to Felicity with deliberate poise. “Shall we take a turn about the room, my dear? I find I require air that hasn’t been laced with sentimental metaphors.”

Felicity beamed and latched onto her arm with exaggerated devotion. “Oh yes, before I start weeping over moonlight and despair.”

As they swept past, Cecelia caught the barest flicker of irritation shift across Nathaniel’s face. 

Cecelia’s steps were graceful and entirely decorous as she crossed the marble floor of Lady Whitcombe’s drawing room toward the refreshment table. But in her head, she was throwing cutlery.

She reached for a glass of lemonade with rather more force than necessary, nearly sloshing it onto her glove. The sugar-coated sweetness offended her immediately, and she set it back down untouched, lips pressed into a tight line. The murmur of conversation carried on behind her, punctuated with titters and the delicate clink of fans tapping wrists in amusement. She didn’t need to look to know who they were discussing.

Insufferable man. She should have let him drone on about sighing moonlight and lonely skies until he collapsed from self-infatuation. But no. No, she had to laugh audibly, and then descend into a round of parrying so public, it would no doubt be discussed over breakfast rolls and marmalade for weeks to come.

“no amount of practice would suffice,” she muttered to herself, imitating his lazy drawl. “What an arrogant...”

The sentence cut short, not for lack of vocabulary (she had an abundance) but because she recognized the twist forming in her own gut. Not anger. Not entirely. Guilt, perhaps, or something far worse: self-recrimination.

Why did she always take the bait?

Why did she let him, of all people, draw her out, needle her, provoke her like a common footman kicking at a hound just to see if it would bite?

She lifted a cucumber sandwich from the silver tray and glared at it. “Because he humiliated you,” she whispered under her breath. “That’s why.”

The memory was as crisp as the scent of lemons on her gloves. Three Seasons ago, her first in London. Nervous, eager, dressed in too-bright violet silk her mother had insisted was "mature." She had spoken — clearly, too much and too brightly — at a garden party, quoting some bit of Dryden that had made her laugh. And Nathaniel Langley, lounging beneath a yew tree with two fawning ladies and all the arrogance in the empire, had turned to his companion and said, within earshot, “Ah, a country flower pretending to be clever. How sweet.”

The humiliation had scorched her from the inside out. That was when the whispers began. The ones that called her too sharp, too knowing, too much. The ones that said she tried too hard to be witty, to be clever.

She clenched her teeth, fingers tightening on the linen napkin.

So yes, she needled him back. She made him the object of her barbed remarks and refused to ever be caught off guard again. If she was cutting now, it was only because he’d handed her the blade.

Across the room, laughter flared again. He was still holding court, of course. She didn’t turn. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. But she could feel him there, lounging as if the world belonged to him and all the women in it were little entertainments to pass the time between rounds of port.



Nathaniel saw the shift in her spine before she walked away.

Not quite a flounce. Cecelia Montclare did not flounce. She departed with the kind of poise that made lesser men nervous, but he had been watching her long enough to recognize the signs. The angle of her chin. The decisive turn of her shoulder. The way her fan snapped shut with a little more conviction than required by good manners.

He exhaled slowly, smiling still, public mask perfectly intact as the ladies around him laughed at some half-forgotten line of his verse. He gave them just enough attention to remain charming, not so much that they forgot he was untouchable.

But his eyes flicked toward the refreshment table, where emerald silk still burned like a signal fire amid the whites and pastels of polite society.

She was furious. Good. She was more interesting that way.

Julian sidled up beside him with the bored gait of a man allergic to effort. “You enjoy this far too much.”

Nathaniel didn’t deny it. He swirled the wine in his glass. “She doesn’t simper.”

“That’s one way to put it. Another would be: she wants you dead.”

He tilted his head, considering. “Not dead. Just disemboweled slightly.”

Julian snorted. “Charming.”

Nathaniel’s gaze lingered on Cecelia’s back. Her posture rigid, her hands delicate and white-knuckled on a napkin. Still thinking about me. 

No one else challenged him. No one else called him out. They flirted and fluttered and sighed. Nathaniel, they whispered, you’re too wicked, too handsome, too unfair. It bored him. Cecelia, with her impossible gowns and sharp tongue, never bored him.

He ought to leave it alone. He ought to move on, let her alone. But... But her laugh, that traitorous slip of laughter during his poem, real and unguarded and hers. He’d heard that in his bones.

He raised his glass toward her retreating figure, the gesture subtle and deliberate, timed between sips. She didn’t see it. Or pretended not to. Either way, he smiled.

Across the room, behind a potted orange tree, a pair of ladies whispered fervently.

“Did you see? He saluted her with his wineglass. I thought she was ignoring him.”

“Oh, darling. Ignoring him is the new flirting.”
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