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Chapter 1: A New Life Begins
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The late afternoon sun bathed Blackwood Manor in gold, spilling through the tall windows and casting flickering shadows on the polished floors. The estate had once been a place of solitude for Nathaniel Blackwood, a retreat from a world that had labeled him a rogue, a scoundrel, a dangerous man—but now, it housed something far more treacherous.

It housed love.

Nathaniel stood near the window of his study, a glass of brandy untouched in his hand, watching the rolling countryside with an unreadable expression. His sharp jaw was clenched, his shoulders tense beneath his dark coat.

Behind him, he could hear the faint rustling of silk, the soft click of heels against the wooden floor.

Isabella.

His wife.

His ruin.

The woman who had turned his world upside down.

He did not turn as she entered, though he felt her presence like a force.

“You’re brooding again,” she said lightly, crossing the room to stand beside him.

Nathaniel smirked, finally glancing at her. She was radiant in the afternoon light, her crimson gown clinging to her slender frame, her golden-brown hair cascading over one shoulder. No woman should look so tempting in her own home.

“I do not brood,” he murmured, tilting his head as he studied her. “I think.”

Isabella let out a quiet laugh, rolling her eyes. “Ah. And here I thought marriage would make you a more pleasant man.”

His smirk deepened. “You knew what you were getting into, darling.”

She arched a brow. “Did I?”

For a moment, the air between them thickened. There had always been a dangerous electricity between them, even before they had given in to the inevitable. Marriage had only fanned the flames.

But beneath the teasing, beneath the sharp words and shared glances, there was something else.

Something unspoken.

Something neither of them were quite ready to name.

Nathaniel reached out, fingers brushing the curve of her waist. “If I recall, you were the one who insisted on marrying me.”

“Because you left me no other choice.”

“You could have run.”

She smirked. “I could have.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No,” Isabella admitted, voice softer now. “I didn’t.”

She let out a breath, pressing a hand to his chest.

“I know that look, Nathaniel.”

He raised a brow.

“You’re waiting for something to go wrong.”

Nathaniel stilled.

Because she was right.

He had spent his life knowing that peace was fleeting, that happiness was a luxury he could not afford.

And yet, here they were.

Together. Married. Scandal be damned.

It should have been enough.

So why wasn’t it?

Before he could answer, there was a knock at the door.

A sharp, urgent sound.

Nathaniel and Isabella exchanged a glance before he strode forward, pulling the door open.

Harris, his butler, stood there, his expression carefully composed—but there was something in his eyes that put Nathaniel instantly on edge.

“A letter, my lord,” Harris said, holding out a crisp envelope.

Nathaniel took it, his fingers tightening around the parchment as he saw the wax seal.

A fox.

His stomach turned to ice.

It had been years since he had seen that seal.

Years since he had set foot in The Red Fox, a notorious gambling den in London.

And yet, here it was.

A ghost from his past.

Isabella stepped closer, frowning. “What is it?”

Nathaniel did not answer.

Instead, he broke the seal, unfolding the letter.

His eyes scanned the words, his breath growing shallow.

Isabella saw it. The way his jaw clenched, the way his entire body stiffened.

“Nathaniel?” she pressed.

His fingers curled into the parchment, crumpling the edges.

“The past,” he murmured, voice like a blade.

“It’s come back.”

Later That Evening: The Shadows of London

Nathaniel had left Blackwood Manor before Isabella could stop him.

She had demanded answers. He had given her none.

Now, as the carriage rumbled through the dark, rain-slicked streets of London, Nathaniel felt the familiar pull of the past—the weight of old debts and unfinished business.

He had sworn he would never return to The Red Fox, not after what had happened all those years ago.

Not after Thomas Graves had died before the duel could take place.

But Damien Graves was waiting.

And Damien had never been the type to let things go.

The carriage came to a stop outside a discreet, unmarked building, its windows glowing faintly with candlelight. The familiar scent of whiskey, smoke, and secrets drifted through the night air.

Nathaniel stepped out, adjusting his cuffs, slipping into the mask of the rogue he had once been.

The moment he entered, the room fell silent.

Men who had once called him friend and enemy alike turned to watch.

And then—

A voice.

Low, smooth, dangerous.

“I was beginning to think you had forgotten me, Blackwood.”

Nathaniel turned.

Damien Graves leaned against the far wall, watching him with sharp, amused eyes.

A wolf, waiting to strike.

Nathaniel smirked, hiding the unease curling in his chest.

“Graves,” he drawled. “I thought you were dead.”

Damien chuckled, pushing off the wall.

“Oh no, old friend. I’ve been very much alive. Watching. Waiting.”

His smile faded, and something cold settled in his gaze.

“And now, it’s time to settle old debts.”

Nathaniel’s muscles tensed.

He had known this moment would come.

But he hadn’t expected it to come so soon.

“Let’s not waste time, then,” Nathaniel said smoothly.

Damien tilted his head. “I couldn’t agree more.”

He stepped forward, lowering his voice.

“You took something from me, Blackwood.”

Nathaniel’s heart pounded.

“Now, I intend to take something from you.”

Nathaniel didn’t react, didn’t let his expression shift.

But deep inside, something cold and brutal coiled in his chest.

Because he knew—whatever Damien had planned, it would not be simple.

And worse still?

It would not just involve him.

It would involve Isabella.
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Chapter 2: The Stranger’s Warning
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The air inside The Red Fox was thick with smoke and the pungent scent of whiskey, a familiar but unwelcome reminder of the world Nathaniel had once inhabited. The room was dimly lit by flickering chandeliers, their golden glow doing little to soften the rough edges of the men who gathered here—gamblers, thieves, and aristocrats who had long since abandoned their honor.

Nathaniel stood his ground, his stance relaxed but deceptively poised for a fight. His dark coat hung open at the collar, his shirt sleeves still perfectly pressed, but there was an edge to his posture—a readiness, a warrior’s instinct that had never truly left him.

Across from him, Damien Graves watched with calculating amusement, his lips curving in a slow, knowing smile.

Nathaniel hadn’t seen Damien in nearly five years.

The man hadn’t changed much.

He was still tall, still impeccably dressed in a midnight-blue coat with gold embroidery, his dark brown hair just a shade too long, as though he cared little for the rules of refinement. But his eyes—those damnable green eyes—were colder than Nathaniel remembered.

Damien’s smirk widened as he took a deliberate sip from his glass, savoring the moment before speaking.

“Still as dramatic as ever, I see,” he mused. “I half expected you to send a messenger in your place.”

Nathaniel shrugged, his lips twisting into a humorless smile. “And miss your grand entrance? That would have been tragic.”

Damien chuckled. “Indeed.”

Then, his expression darkened, and the amusement drained from his features.

Nathaniel felt the shift instantly.

The Red Fox was not a place for idle conversation.

It was a place of deals and debts.

And Damien Graves had not summoned him here for pleasantries.

Nathaniel placed his hands in his pockets, tilting his head slightly. “What do you want, Graves?”

Damien leaned forward, his voice lowering just enough to be heard over the hum of the club.

“You already know what I want.”

Nathaniel’s jaw tightened.

“You’re here about Thomas.”

Damien’s eyes flashed. “My brother deserved justice.”

Nathaniel exhaled slowly, forcing his pulse to steady. “Thomas was a reckless fool, but he wasn’t murdered by me.”

Damien let out a slow breath. “Perhaps. But someone arranged for him to die before the duel could take place. And you, my old friend—” his lips curved mockingly, “—were the perfect scapegoat.”

Nathaniel kept his expression neutral. “And now you’re here to correct that mistake?”

Damien leaned back against his chair, swirling the amber liquid in his glass.

“Something like that.”

Nathaniel knew this game. Knew it well.

Damien had no intention of letting this go.

This was not about justice.

It was about vengeance.

And Nathaniel suspected that he was merely the first step in Damien’s plan.

Still, he kept his voice even. “I take it you didn’t invite me here just to reminisce?”

Damien’s smile was all sharp edges.

“No,” he said simply.

Then, he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a deck of cards.

Nathaniel’s blood ran cold.

He knew exactly what this meant.

The room seemed to darken, the laughter of the other patrons fading into the background.

Damien set the deck down on the table between them, his fingers tapping the worn edges.

“One game,” he murmured. “Winner takes all.”

Nathaniel didn’t move.

Didn’t blink.

The last time Damien had challenged him to a game, the stakes had been nothing more than gold.

Tonight, they were something far deadlier.

He already knew what was coming next.

Still, he asked.

“What’s at stake?”

Damien’s smirk returned, slow and menacing.

“Everything you hold dear.”

Nathaniel felt Isabella’s face flash in his mind.

His breath slowed.

His muscles coiled.

“I see,” he said softly.

Damien’s eyes gleamed. “If you win, I walk away.”

Nathaniel raised a brow. “And if I lose?”

The silence stretched.

Damien leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, watching Nathaniel like a predator watching prey.

“If you lose,” he murmured, “I take something of equal value.”

Nathaniel’s stomach turned to iron.

He already knew what Damien would say next.

His blood boiled before the words were even spoken.

Damien smiled, a slow, deliberate thing.

“I take your wife.”

The words were a death sentence.

Nathaniel didn’t move.

Didn’t react.

But inside—something snapped.

The chair scraped violently against the floor as Nathaniel pushed back from the table, his body coiling with pure, deadly rage.

The tension in the club shifted instantly.

Men stopped talking. Conversations halted.

The entire room was waiting.

Damien, the bastard, didn’t even flinch.

“Careful, Blackwood,” he said smoothly. “You wouldn’t want to make a scene.”

Nathaniel’s fists clenched at his sides. His control was razor-thin.

He forced himself to breathe, to not put his fist through Damien’s smug face.

Instead, his voice came out low, dangerous.

“You think I would gamble with my wife?”

Damien shrugged. “A game’s a game.”

Nathaniel’s lips curled.

“Then let me make something clear,” he murmured. “Isabella is not a game.”

The words landed like a knife.

But Damien... he only grinned.

“Come now, Blackwood,” he said lightly, pouring himself another drink as if they were discussing the weather. “You used to love a challenge.”

Nathaniel’s pulse pounded in his ears.

The memories were rising like ghosts.

The nights of gambling, of danger, of knowing he could lose it all and yet never backing down.

But this?

This was different.

This was Isabella.

And there was no universe in which he would let this bastard touch her.

Nathaniel inhaled sharply, regaining his composure.

Then, slowly, he leaned forward.

“I refuse,” he said flatly.

Damien’s smirk did not falter.

But his eyes hardened.

“No matter,” he murmured, tapping the deck of cards absently. “You have a week.”

Nathaniel narrowed his gaze. “A week?”

Damien nodded.

“One week,” he said casually. “To find out who really killed my brother.”

Nathaniel exhaled, his anger turning to ice.

So this was the real game.

Damien wanted justice—or at the very least, someone to blame.

And if Nathaniel couldn’t deliver?

Damien would come for Isabella.

Nathaniel forced a smile.

“A week, then.”

Damien’s grin was pure delight.

“I look forward to it.”

Nathaniel stood, slipping his hands into his pockets, masking the fury burning beneath his skin.

Then, without another word, he turned and walked out.

The moment the cold air hit him, he inhaled deeply, trying to calm the storm inside him.

But there was no calming it.

No escaping it.

The past had returned.

And now, Isabella was at risk.

He had a week.

One week to solve a murder he had spent years trying to forget.

And if he failed?

Damien Graves would rip his world apart.

And this time—Nathaniel might not be able to stop him.
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Chapter 3: A Debt in Blood
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The carriage ride back to Blackwood Manor was slow and uneventful, but inside, Nathaniel was a storm.

He sat in silence, his fingers curled into a fist against the worn leather seat, the weight of Damien’s words pressing down on him like a noose tightening around his throat.

"One week to find out who really killed my brother."

Nathaniel knew what that meant.

It meant Damien would never let this go.

It meant Isabella was in danger.

And, worst of all, it meant he had to reopen the wounds of his past—wounds he had spent years trying to bury.

The streets of London blurred past him as the carriage rattled along the cobbled roads. It wasn’t until he saw the familiar iron gates of Blackwood Manor come into view that he let out a slow, controlled breath.

He had to tell Isabella something.

But not the truth.

Not yet.

Not when her life was now a piece in Damien’s deadly game.

As the carriage slowed to a stop, he stepped out, his boots crunching against the gravel. The manor stood silent and imposing against the dark sky, the windows flickering with candlelight.

For a moment, he hesitated.

Then, squaring his shoulders, he walked inside.

Inside the Manor

Nathaniel barely made it three steps into the foyer before Isabella’s voice cut through the silence.

"Where have you been?"

She stood at the top of the staircase, her expression carefully neutral, but he could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her fingers curled slightly into her skirts.

She had been waiting.

And she was angry.

Nathaniel exhaled slowly, removing his coat as he met her gaze.

“Business,” he said simply.

A flicker of something—**doubt, frustration—**crossed her face before she schooled her features.

"At this hour?"

Nathaniel forced a smirk. “The finer establishments of London don’t keep to the hours of proper society, darling.”

Her lips pressed together.

She didn’t believe him.

And he couldn’t blame her.

Isabella descended the stairs slowly, her crimson gown flowing behind her like a shadow of her own anger. She stopped in front of him, tilting her chin up, studying him.

“You reek of smoke,” she murmured. “And trouble.”

Nathaniel chuckled. “I always reek of trouble.”

She didn’t smile.

Instead, she reached up, fingers ghosting over the tight line of his jaw.

“I know you’re lying to me.”

His breath hitched slightly at her touch, but he didn’t flinch.

He should have known she would see right through him.

Isabella was no fool.

She had spent years learning how to navigate a world that wanted to silence her.

She knew when a man was hiding something.

And right now—she knew he was keeping the truth from her.

Nathaniel gently caught her wrist, his thumb brushing against her pulse point.

“I promise you,” he said quietly, “I will tell you everything. Just not tonight.”

Isabella searched his face, her eyes dark and filled with something he couldn’t quite place.

Then—she nodded, but not because she accepted his answer.

She was giving him time.

And he suspected that time was running out.

The Investigation Begins

Nathaniel barely slept that night.

The weight of the past pressed down on him, refusing to let him rest.

By the time the first rays of dawn filtered through the curtains, he had already made up his mind.

If he had any chance of uncovering the truth about Thomas Graves’ murder, he needed to go back to where it all began.

And that meant returning to the men who once called him friend.

The men who might just want him dead.

By mid-morning, he was back in London, making his way through the streets toward a place he had sworn never to return to.

The Black Swan Tavern.

It was a place of secrets, lies, and men who had long since abandoned honor.

And if anyone knew the truth about that night five years ago, it would be them.

He stepped inside, the dim interior immediately swallowing him in the scent of stale ale and bad decisions.

The low murmur of voices stopped the moment he crossed the threshold.

Eyes turned toward him.

Some filled with recognition.

Others filled with hatred.

Nathaniel smirked. “Well. Looks like I haven’t been forgotten.”

A chair scraped back.

And then—a voice.

“You’ve got some nerve coming here, Blackwood.”

Nathaniel turned his gaze toward the speaker.

A man with a crooked nose, a scar running down the length of his left cheek, and a hatred in his eyes that burned like a dying star.

Nathaniel grinned.

“Good to see you too, Mercer.”

Meanwhile, Back at Blackwood Manor

Isabella sat at her writing desk, staring at the untouched breakfast tray beside her.

She had known Nathaniel wouldn’t be there when she woke up.

She had felt him leave in the middle of the night, the ghost of his warmth lingering in the bed beside her.

And now, he was keeping secrets.

Secrets that could get him killed.

She clenched her jaw, setting down the quill she had been holding.

She was done waiting for answers.

If Nathaniel wouldn’t tell her the truth—she would find it herself.

Rising to her feet, she made her way toward her wardrobe, quickly changing into a simple but elegant dark blue gown.Something practical. Something she could move in.

Then, she grabbed her cloak and made her way toward the door.

She knew exactly who to visit.

If Nathaniel thought she would sit idly by while he put himself in danger, he was sorely mistaken.

Because if she had learned anything in their short, tumultuous marriage—

It was that she was just as stubborn as he was.

And she refused to be left behind.
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