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PROLOGUE

Teresa



Rain darkened the hem of Teresa’s skirt as she stood in her mother’s front room with one hand on the latch.
The room smelled of furniture polish, stewed tea and chapel flowers left over from Wednesday fellowship. Her father stood at the hearth. Her mother sat beneath the framed Good Shepherd, her rosary twisted so tightly around her fingers that the beads pressed pale marks into her skin. Aunt Moira had chosen the chair nearest the door, ready to block Teresa if she tried to leave.
The clock ticked against the mantel. Rain tapped the window. Teresa kept her thumb on the brass latch and felt how cold it had become beneath her skin.
At twenty-five, she knew whose car she climbed into after dark and why men stepped aside for Angus Blackthorn. His name meant warning.
Only now, with three pairs of family eyes fixed on her, did Teresa understand that love could be made to sound like a sin.
Her father did not shout. Shouting was too easy to resist.
“We’ve heard enough,” he said. “Tell us plainly whether it’s true.”
Teresa’s fingers tightened around the brass latch. “If you mean Angus...”
“I mean that man,” Aunt Moira said.
Her mother flinched. “Teresa.”
Not Lord Blackthorn. Not Mr Blackthorn. Certainly not Angus, although the town used his name readily enough when his family paid for school roofs, damaged roads and church repairs. Respectability was easier to swallow when it arrived in a crisp envelope.
“I’m seeing him,” Teresa said. She said it quietly, and fast, before her nerve could talk her out of it.
The clock on the sideboard ticked twice. Her mother covered her mouth and began to cry with the quiet restraint of a woman who believed even grief ought to behave.
Her father’s face hardened. “You know what they’re saying about you in this town?”
“Yes.”
“Do you understand what he is?”
Angus owned hotels, warehouses, freight routes and bars with better locks than accounts. Men entered his study with colour in their faces and left without it. One who cheated Blackthorn Logistics had been found with both hands broken.
“He runs businesses,” she said.
“Don’t play daft.” Her father stepped away from the hearth. “He runs men by frightening them.”
Aunt Moira gave a small sound of agreement. “And you’ve let him mark you like his property.”
Teresa’s hand moved before she could stop it, rising to the place beneath her collar where Angus’s mouth had rested the night before. The faint bruise was hidden under her collar, but heat crawled up her neck as if everyone could see it. She resisted the urge to tug her collar higher.
Her father saw the gesture. Whatever tenderness remained in his face disappeared.
“Look at yourself.”
“He didn’t force me.”
“That isn’t the same as being free.”
“He didn’t lie to me either.”
Her father laughed without humour. “Men like him don’t need to lie.”
Her mother lifted her wet face. “Love isn’t just a feeling, darling. Something can feel wonderful and still ruin you.”
“The devil doesn’t always arrive ugly,” Aunt Moira said.
“You don’t know him.”
“No,” her father said. “But I know what a man turns into when nobody’s allowed to tell him no.”
Her mother reached out. “Come back to us, darling.”
Her mother’s hand had dressed her for chapel and held hers through fever. Angus’s had waited at her nape until she chose to lean closer.
“You’ll end it tonight,” her father said.
“No.”
Aunt Moira’s gaze dropped to the hidden bruise. “Half the town know you belong to him?”
“God help us,” her father said.
“I love him.”
“You think that makes you brave,” he said.
“No.”
“You think because he’s gentle with you, the rest of his life will stay outside your door.”
Teresa could not answer.
“Stay with him and his enemies will know your name. His trouble will come knocking at your door,” her father said. “That’s not romance, Teresa. That’s a funeral.”
Dad’s Kingston vowels had come up through thirty years of Scottish chapel. They only did that when he was frightened.
The warning fitted what Teresa had already seen: men assessed her as the soft spot around a hard man.
“I need some air.”
“No,” her father said.
She opened the door anyway. Cold rain struck Teresa’s face.
Angus waited beneath the trees with three black cars and men who straightened at his attention.
“What did they say?”
“They know.”
“I expected that.”
“They want me to end it.”
A muscle shifted in his jaw. “And?”
“They said I’d be used against you.”
“Angus.”
“You would be.”
Cold slipped beneath Teresa’s coat. “You could at least pretend that isn’t true.”
“I could. You would know.”
“If you stand beside me, no one gets to misunderstand what it means.”
From the rear car, an English voice said, “Clean guests, clean papers, clean face. Ninth of November.” The date meant nothing to Teresa then.
Angus touched two fingers beneath her chin, drawing her attention back without force.
“Look at me.”
She did.
“If you leave because you’re frightened, call it fear. Don’t dress it up for people who prefer pretty names.”
She held on to the latch, though she was already outside the house. “And what would you call staying?”
“A choice.”
“Only that?”
His eyes darkened. “A cost.”
“Stay, and your family will punish you. The town will put my name on you. My world will notice.” Angus did not plead. “Stay and let them be wrong.”
Fear had taught Teresa to call freedom, pleasure and choice wrongdoing.
“I don’t know how to.”
Pain tightened Angus’s mouth before he forced it away. “Yes, you do.”
She shook her head.
Angus lifted one hand. Every man near the cars turned towards him.
“This is what they fear,” he said. “Loyalty keeps families fed. Disloyalty teaches lessons.”
A chill ran beneath Teresa’s skin. He had given her the truth.
“I wanted to be with you.”
His gaze dropped to her mouth. “My work and lifestyle aren’t separate things.”
Teresa stepped back. Hurt vanished behind the control that made men obey him.
“I’m sorry.”
“All right.”
“Angus...”
“No. You’ve made your choice. Leave it there.”
At the gate, Teresa looked back. Rain silvered Angus’s coat while his men waited for his word.
“Find out who knows about us,” he said.
“Aye, boss.”
The title followed Teresa inside. Behind her, Angus would already be turning hurt into orders. Leaving did not place her beyond his reach. It only meant she would no longer know which men watched the roads around her, or what it cost them if they forgot her name deserved respect.
She had chosen distance. Knowing Angus, he would never really let her have it.
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CHAPTER 1

Angus



From beneath the dripping trees at the end of her parents’ path, Angus watched the door close behind her and made himself count to ten before he allowed his face to do anything at all.
Rain kept falling. Water dripped from the trees onto the gravel, and behind him the engines of three cars idled while his men waited for an order. He wasn’t ready to give one. The first words in his head were for her, and she had already gone back inside, into a house that would spend the rest of the night telling her she’d been right to leave him standing in the rain.
“Boss?”
Calum’s voice. Careful, the way it only got when Angus’s temper was a live wire nobody wanted to touch.
“Find out who heard,” Angus said again, because repeating an order was easier than admitting he’d already forgotten he’d given it.
“Heard what, exactly?”
“Whatever Moira Valentine’s been telling half the parish about my intentions.” Angus’s jaw tightened. “I want to know if it started in my house or hers.”
Calum didn’t ask the question behind that. Do you think she’ll come back? He had known Angus long enough to recognise a door that wasn’t worth knocking on twice in one night. Angus got into the car alone.
He didn’t speak until they had cleared the village. The chapel spire and the stone cottages gave way to hedgerows and black fields, and even then, what he wanted to say wasn’t fit for the driver either. He kept it to himself.
I wanted you.
He’d meant it as the truth, not a trap. He’d watched her hear it as both.
That was the trouble with a woman raised to believe that wanting was the first step to ruin. She flinched from the very thing Angus had spent half his life learning to do: say plainly what he wanted. Plain words were the only thing he owned that nobody could forge. He had built an empire on people lying to him with a smile. He would not lie to Teresa Valentine with one, not even to keep her.
Even if keeping her meant losing her.
The car turned up the long drive. Blackthorn House rose out of the dark the way it had for four generations of Blackthorn men who had mistaken control for safety: his great-grandfather, his grandfather, his father. Adrian had never had either, but he had always wanted people to think he did.
Adrian was waiting on the steps when the car stopped.
“That went well,” his uncle said, in the dry tone he used for things that hadn’t.
“Get out of my way, Adrian.”
“You let her walk back to that house like a man who still believes he has a choice in the matter.”
Angus stopped on the second step, close enough that Adrian had to tip his head back to hold his eyes. Adrian hated that. That was why Angus did it.
“I have several choices,” Angus said. “None of them are yours to advise on.”
“Ninth of November is close, Angus. A public scandal over a preacher’s daughter isn’t the distraction the board wants right now.”
“Then it’s fortunate the board doesn’t run this family.”
He went inside before Adrian could answer. One more careful, reasonable, poisonous word about Teresa tonight, and Angus would do something that cost far more than a scandal.
His study was dark. He didn’t light it.
He poured a whisky he didn’t want and stood at the window that faced the village. If he knew exactly where to look, he could see her parents’ chimney. While the glass warmed in his hand, and not a second longer, he let himself imagine what it would have taken simply to keep her. Put her in the car. Drive until her family’s voices couldn’t reach either of them.
He hadn’t, because she hadn’t asked him to. The one rule he had never broken was that he didn’t take what wasn’t freely offered. Not money. Not loyalty. Not a woman who still flinched at wanting.
If you leave because you are frightened, call it fear.
He’d meant that for her. Standing here now, it felt uncomfortably like it had also been meant for him.
Because the truth, the one he would never say aloud, not even to her, was that he was frightened too. Not of Adrian. Not of the board. Not of the ninth of November, or whatever quiet arrangement was being made in a car somewhere by an English voice saying clean guests, clean papers, clean face like a prayer.
He was frightened that he’d already given her the only thing he had left to give, and it hadn’t been enough.
The whisky went down easier the second time.
Below the window, an engine started. One of his men was heading out to find whoever had talked. Angus watched the headlights swing across the drive and disappear towards the village, and told himself that was all this was. Information. Control. The ordinary business of a man who ran things.
He did not let himself watch the chimney smoke a moment longer than that.
“Find out who heard,” he said again, to no one, and finished the drink.
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CHAPTER 2

Teresa



Fifteen years later
Before the moderator called her name, Teresa checked her phone for the third time.
No missed calls. One message from the festival driver. A withheld number had rung once and left no voicemail.
At forty, she had learned that withheld numbers belonged to hospitals, journalists, accountants and men with reasons not to be recorded. Fifteen years ago, when Angus still rang her, he had never once hidden his.
A stage assistant opened the green-room door. “Ms Valentine?”
Teresa put the phone face down. “Yes?”
“There’s a man outside asking whether you came alone.”
Her editor, Lydia, looked up from the sofa. “What man?”
“He said he was security.”
“For the venue?”
The assistant hesitated. “For Ms Valentine.”
Teresa scraped back her chair and found the man beside the fire exit. His charcoal coat, black gloves and patient stillness belonged to more dangerous corridors.
“Miss Valentine,” he said.
The old name in a stranger’s mouth made her want to check the locks on her car. “Who sent you?”
His gaze flicked towards the festival staff watching from the end of the corridor. They looked away.
“An old obligation.”
He offered a cream envelope. Teresa did not take it.
“What’s your name?”
“Names make poor armour.”
“That sounds like something a man says when the lie is already dressed.”
Approval touched his face and vanished. “Mr Blackthorn did prefer women with teeth.”
Angus’s name went through her like cold water. Not the softened ghost she had sold to readers, but the man whose organisation could still quiet a corridor fifteen years after his death.
The stranger left her a cream envelope. Inside, one line waited: Let them be wrong. No reader knew those words.
Teresa folded the page and pushed it into her bag.
“Are you all right?” Lydia asked.
“Of course.”
“You always say that just before you look as though the furniture has betrayed you.”
A laugh escaped Teresa, thin but real. “Festivals are treacherous places.”
“This one again,” Lydia said gently.
Teresa picked up the book. “It feels as though I wrote it under oath.”
“That’s why it works.”
The moderator called her name before Teresa could answer.
The audience applauded. Teresa walked beneath the stage lights and read from the lie that had made her famous.
In the novel, the heroine returned to the dangerous man she had abandoned. She saw every shadow around him, chose him anyway and changed the ending that had destroyed them both. Readers called the story haunting, romantic and brave.
No one knew the hero had been remembered rather than invented.
Angus had died five days after she left. The papers called it an accident on a wet road after a charity gala. Tragic. Shocking. A young life cut short. Men in dark coats gave statements without looking into cameras.
Her mother had set the newspaper face down at breakfast, unwilling to let even his death stain the table. Teresa had gone upstairs and been sick in the basin.
She did not attend his funeral. Her father made certain of it, and Teresa had not fought him.
That failure lived inside every page she later wrote.
After the reading, readers queued at the signing table and told Teresa the novel had given them courage. One woman had left a church that made her afraid of her own life. Another had called the lover she had abandoned. A man with shaking hands said the book had taught him that safety and goodness were not always the same thing.
Teresa thanked them. She smiled. She wrote neat inscriptions. For bravery. For second chances. For the courage to choose.
Writing those words made Teresa feel like a fraud.
By the time the hall emptied, rain hammered the roof. Lydia offered a driver. Teresa refused. Her cottage lay forty minutes away, and she needed the silence of the road.
She placed the anonymous note in the glove compartment. Her own book lay on the passenger seat, forgotten by a reader who had meant to donate it to the festival archive.
The wipers beat hard across the windscreen. Wind shoved at the car as the moor opened black on either side. Teresa kept both hands on the wheel.
Let them be wrong.
The road curved.
The first skid was slight. A film of water, perhaps oil, perhaps simple bad luck. The steering went light beneath her palms.
Rubber screamed. Headlights swept sideways across a stone wall. Metal struck stone with a force that drove the seat belt into Teresa’s chest and burst glass across her face. The world turned.
When the car stopped, the engine ticked beneath the hiss of rain. A warning tone stuttered somewhere near her knee. Teresa could not move her left arm. Warmth spread down her side.
The book had fallen into her lap.
Her blood-dark fingers closed around the fallen book. She saw only the pale house she had built for the life she had been too frightened to choose.
If I could do it again.
Darkness closed.
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CHAPTER 3

Teresa



Teresa woke to bells.
The brass alarm clock on her childhood bedside table rattled with the ugly little clang she had hated all through secondary school. She opened her eyes to a faded cream ceiling and, for one impossible second, thought death had given her a room she recognised.
The sloped wall. The wardrobe with the loose handle. Floral curtains her mother had sewn from fabric too cheerful for Teresa even at sixteen. Hymn books lined up in front of the paperbacks she used to hide. The alarm kept ringing.
Teresa sat up. No broken glass. No crushed metal. Her chest did not hurt. Her left arm moved.
She slapped the clock silent and stared at her hand.
The skin was smooth. The small scar near her thumb, earned opening a tin at thirty-two, had vanished.
“No.”
The bedroom door opened.
“Teresa, if you’re awake, your aunt will be here by half eight, and I won’t have you coming downstairs looking...” Her mother stopped on the threshold. “What’s wrong?”
She was younger. Her hair held more black than grey, and arthritis had not yet curled her fingers. Teresa’s lungs forgot how to work.
“You coming down with something?” her mother asked.
“What day is it?”
“Thursday.” Suspicion tightened her mother’s face. “Why?”
“What date?”
“Honestly. The fourth of November.”
Five days before the ninth.
Before the gala. Before the wet road. Before Angus died.
Her mother pressed a cool palm to Teresa’s forehead. “You look washed out.”
“I’m all right.” The old answer came automatically.
“Then get dressed. We aren’t raising feral creatures in this house.”
The door shut.
Teresa crossed the room on unsteady legs and stopped before the dressing-table mirror.
Her twenty-five-year-old face stared back. Deep-brown skin still warm with youth. Wide brown eyes without the fine lines grief had carved around them. Thick coils flattened on one side from sleep, the silk scarf she used to wear lying crumpled beside the pillow. She touched her cheek. Warm. Real.
A laugh rose and broke in her throat.
On the dressing table lay a flyer for the Blackthorn winter charity gala. White card. Black lettering. Sponsor names arranged in tasteful rows.
Ninth of November.
She had heard the date beside Angus’s car on the night she left him. Clean guests, clean papers, clean face. The words had meant nothing until his death made every useless detail permanent. Teresa sat hard on the stool.
If this was mercy, it had a cruel sense of timing. If it was punishment, she would use it anyway.
Five days.
She dressed in a dark skirt, cream jumper and boots. Her younger body moved with an ease she had forgotten. She pulled her coils into a loose puff, splashed cold water over her face and went downstairs.
Her father sat at the kitchen table with the local paper. Her mother spooned marmalade into a dish. The ordinary sight of them together nearly buckled Teresa’s knees.
“Finally,” her mother said. “Sit.”
Teresa obeyed long enough to steady herself.
The newspaper lay folded beside her father’s cup. Angus looked out from a photograph taken at some civic event, broad-shouldered in a dark coat, his copper hair gone almost black in newsprint, one hand extended to the mayor. Younger than the man in Teresa’s last memories. Alive. Her heart gave one painful beat.
Her mother followed her gaze. “That man again. Writes a cheque for the church roof and thinks nobody’ll ask where the money came from.”
“The council will take anybody’s money,” her father said.
In the first life, Teresa had heard wisdom in his dry certainty. Now it sounded like fear dressed in a Sunday coat. She pushed back her chair.
“Where are you going?” her mother asked.
“Out.”
“At breakfast?”
“Yes.”
Her father lowered the paper. “Sit down.”
The command triggered old training. Her shoulders tried to settle, her voice to soften. Obey first, question later. Teresa straightened instead.
“I need to do something.”
“You can do it after breakfast.”
“This is important.”
Her mother stared. Her father rose halfway from his chair. “You won’t walk out of this house like a...”
“Like an adult?” Teresa asked.
The kitchen went silent.
The act was small. Her hands still shook when she reached for her coat.
She took her coat and scarf from the hall.
“Teresa,” her mother called. “Family comes first, Teresa. Always.”
She opened the front door before the fear in that voice could pull her back.
November damp bit through her gloves. Strathcairn looked exactly as memory had kept it: chapel spire, grey stone cottages, hedges stripped by wind and the Sidlaw hills dark behind the rooftops. Beyond the crossroads, the road climbed towards Blackthorn land. The estate stood four miles away.
Teresa passed the bus stop and kept walking.
She would not sanitise Angus in her mind this time. Love had not erased what he was. It only made the truth harder to bear. Saving him meant seeing the danger clearly and choosing with knowledge rather than fantasy.
Her calves burned by the time the town disappeared behind her. Blackthorn House waited on the ridge, dark against the silver sky.
Teresa tucked her hands deeper into her pockets and said his name beneath her breath.
“Angus.”
Not a prayer.
A promise.
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CHAPTER 4

Teresa


Blackthorn House appeared through the trees as Teresa reached the outer drive, impressive and built to keep people out.
At twenty-five, she had found the old stone romantic. At forty, memory had made it almost mythical. Now mud soaked the hem of her skirt, her lungs burned from the four-mile walk, and the house looked less like a fairytale castle than an estate with security hidden behind old stone.
A gatehouse stood at the entrance. The barrier lifted before she reached it.
That unsettled her more than being stopped would have done.
A black Range Rover waited beside the steps. Two men in dark coats stood near it, one smoking. A third watched from an upstairs window, almost hidden behind a curtain. Her younger self had missed that man. Older eyes did not.
Blackthorn House watched before it offered hospitality.
The smoker flicked ash onto the gravel. “Can we help you?”
His Glasgow accent had been smoothed by practice but not erased.
“I’m here to see Mr Blackthorn.”
The second man assessed her coat, muddy boots and bare left hand. “Do you have an appointment?”
“No.”
“Then he isn’t receiving guests.”
“Tell him Teresa Valentine is here.”
The name changed both men. The smoker crushed his cigarette beneath his shoe and went inside. The other remained on the step, watching her with the professional blankness of a man paid not to be surprised.
Minutes passed. Wind pulled strands from Teresa’s puff and chilled the sweat along her neck. The front door opened. Angus stepped outside.
Every man near the house adjusted. Backs straightened. Hands left pockets. The man above the window disappeared. No one stood higher than Angus once he began to descend the steps.
He looked exactly as he had before she left: dark copper hair, grey-green eyes, stern mouth, controlled intelligence in his eyes. Fatigue shadowed the skin beneath them. He was thinner than the photographs she remembered, every line of him held too tightly. He was alive. Her knees weakened.
Angus stopped one step above her, allowing height to do what another man might have needed anger for.
“Teresa.”
Her name in his voice nearly undid her. “Hello.”
His gaze moved over the road behind her. “You walked here.”
“Yes.”
“Alone.” His eyes went past her to the empty lane, as if he expected to find someone in the hedge.
“Yes.”
“That was reckless.”
Teresa pushed a wet curl off her forehead. “I thought you might appreciate the effort.”
“I appreciate not having to remove bodies from ditches before lunch.”
The guard lowered his eyes and hid his reaction.
There was a warning under the joke. In Angus’s world, careless movement created work. Work created exposure. Exposure created consequences someone paid for.
“Then teach me where not to walk,” she said.
His expression hardened. She doubted it was the answer he minded. It was that she had placed herself inside his responsibility in front of his men.
“Inside,” Angus told the guard.
The man obeyed at once.
Angus turned to Teresa. “You’ve chosen an interesting place to reappear.”
No warmth. No open hostility. The absence hurt more than anger would have done.
“I needed to see you.”
“Did you?”
“Yes.”
He searched her face for a trick. “You’ve developed nerve.”
“I’ve developed urgency.”
Concern tightened his eyes before he hid it. He glanced towards the house, then the men positioned along it.
“Not here.”
Relief came so quickly that Teresa swayed.
Angus led her through a stone arch into the walled garden. Winter had stripped the roses to thorns. Rosemary and damp earth scented the cold air. They had kissed here once in October rain, before shame had found the courage to name itself as faith.
He stopped beside the empty fountain. “What’s this?”
Teresa clasped her hands to hide their shaking. “I was wrong.”
His eyebrows went up. Then his face closed again.
“Inconveniently broad,” he said. “About what?”
“Leaving you.”
A muscle worked in his jaw. “And now?”
“Now I know fear and goodness aren’t the same thing.”
“That’s a neat sentence. Did you rehearse it on the walk?” He watched her as he said this, and she tried not to shift beneath his gaze.
Teresa let the urge to defend herself pass.
“No.”
“Pity. It sounds rehearsed.”
“I don’t expect you to trust me quickly.”
“How generous of you.”
“I expect nothing.” Her voice sharpened despite her care. “I came because I couldn’t stay away.”
“My recollection is that you managed it rather well.”
She deserved that.
“I know.”
His gaze moved over her face. “Did someone send you?”
“No.”
“Has your family discovered a new method of exorcism?”
A breath of laughter escaped her. The hard line of his mouth eased for a second.
“I’m not here for them,” Teresa said. “I’m here for you.”
“Why?”
Because she had built fifteen years around the hollow he left. Because she had died holding a book in which she had lied them into happiness. Because she had worked out too late that she loved him, and spent fifteen years paying for it.
“Leaving you was the worst choice I ever made.”
Angus went completely still.
“Do you imagine saying that gives us back the time we lost?” His tone was hard and she tried not to wither under its hardness.
“No.”
“Good.”
He turned away and gripped the cold rim of the fountain. All she could see was the effort of his control. He had always been least readable when most affected.
“Why now?”
Only five days remained. A hundred and twenty hours. She had always done sums when she was frightened; numbers stayed where you put them.
“I can’t tell you all of it yet.”
His face chilled. “Then we’re finished.”
“No.” Panic tipped the garden beneath her feet. “I can tell you what matters. You’re in danger.”
“I’m often in danger.”
“Not like
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