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        Present Day

        Larkin, Scotland

      

      

      A chill crept through Isabelle as she maneuvered her rental car through the narrow cobblestoned streets of Larkin. The village, nestled in the Scottish Highlands, was the intended destination of her friend Fiona, who’d gone missing months ago.

      Was this the last village you saw before you disappeared, Fiona? Isabelle wondered, tightening her grip on the steering wheel. This quaint village hardly seemed like a site for mysterious disappearances, but she’d recently learned of another missing woman—Kara Forrester, a journalist from New York. She’d vanished a few weeks ago after leaving her inn here in Larkin, the same inn Isabelle was heading to now.

      Isabelle expelled a tense breath as she pulled up to the inn, the only one in the village, a brick building that resembled a large cottage. She shut off the ignition and leaned back in her seat, her heart hammering in nervous anticipation.

      Since arriving in Scotland a couple of days ago, Isabelle had searched nonstop for Fiona, retracing her friend's steps. She'd flown into Aberdeen, just as Fiona had weeks ago, before driving to Inverness. The innkeepers at the bed-and-breakfast where Fiona had stayed were as unhelpful as they’d been the first time Isabelle came searching. They'd told her the same story: the last time they’d seen Fiona, she'd left the bed-and-breakfast with her sketching materials, and she’d left alone.

      After leaving Inverness, Isabelle had driven west, stopping at a few small towns and villages along the way, where she'd shown Fiona’s photo to patrons at inns and pubs. But no one recognized her.

      Isabelle looked down at her shoulder bag on the passenger seat.  In it she'd stored a letter Fiona had sent her weeks ago, insisting she was fine and urging Isabelle to not look for her. But given that Fiona wrote the letter on ancient-looking parchment with no return address, Isabelle was suspicious. Disappearing the way she had was so out of character for the kind and thoughtful Fiona that Isabelle's worry had only increased. Since it was summer and the high school where she taught was out of session, Isabelle had taken the opportunity to resume her search.

      And she’d let herself entertain something she’d previously dismissed. When Fiona first disappeared, Isabelle had spoken to an elderly bartender in Inverness who'd told her of a village, Tairseach, where it was rumored that people just . . . disappeared. Isabelle had dismissed this as superstition, but ever since receiving Fiona's mysterious letter, the story had tugged at her mind. She had tried to talk to the bartender again, only to learn that he'd recently passed away.

      It'll do you no good to entertain superstitious rumors, Isabelle told herself. She needed to focus on facts to find her friend.

      She climbed out of the car, stretching her aching limbs. She'd driven for hours and it had taken a toll on her legs. She turned, surveying the picturesque streets of Larkin. The tiny village was something right out of a postcard, with its winding cobblestone streets and vintage-style cottages and shops that lined them.

      As she took it in, a rush of determination filled her. Maybe there were answers here. Answers she’d missed before.

      Isabelle entered the bed-and-breakfast, where a petite middle-aged woman who introduced herself as Sophie greeted her.

      "Here are your keys, dear," Sophie said, handing Isabelle a set of keys after checking her in. "Your room is the first door to the right down that corridor."

      "Thanks," Isabelle said. She bit her lip as she studied her. Sophie may have already answered questions about Fiona from the police, but it couldn't hurt to ask more. "May I ask you something? Have you seen this woman by any chance?"

      Isabelle took out her phone, handing it to Sophie. On the screen was a photo of her and Fiona; it was the last photo they’d taken together outside of a dive bar in Chicago. Isabelle had taken her there to commiserate over Fiona's breakup with her fiancé, Derek. It was there that Isabelle had convinced Fiona to come to Scotland for her honeymoon—solo.

      “I’m sorry, dear. I’m afraid I don't recognize her,” Sophie said with an apologetic smile.

      Isabelle’s heart sank. But she swiped to another photo, this one of Kara Forrester, the other woman who’d gone missing from Larkin.

      “Do you know anything about this woman’s disappearance?” Isabelle asked, hoping she didn’t sound too desperate. “She went missing from your inn a few weeks ago.”

      Sophie stiffened, her friendly smile vanishing. She looked at Isabelle with narrowed eyes.

      “Are you with the press?” she demanded. “Because I already told the police everything I know.”

      “No,” Isabelle said fervently. “I’m just looking for my friend. I—I thought maybe there was a link between their disappearances.”

      “I wouldn’t know if there was,” Sophie returned. “I’m sorry about your friend, truly. But I don’t know anything. You’d have to go to the police.”

      Isabelle swallowed her disappointment, giving her a shaky nod. It would do no good to press Sophie for information she didn’t have. She turned to head to her room.

      “Wait.”

      Isabelle turned. Sophie’s expression softened; she gestured for her to come back to the counter.

      “I'm sorry. We've had nosy reporters and conspiracy theorists bother us ever since Miss Forrester went missing. I can tell you this—Kara only stayed here for a night before she went missing. Didn’t say a word to anyone. A friend of hers, Jon, called and inquired about her after she disappeared. He might be able to tell you more. I can give you his contact info if you’d like.”

      “Thank you,” Isabelle whispered, feeling a rush of something she hadn’t experience since Fiona went missing. Hope.

      When Isabelle settled into her room moments later, she leaned back against the door, looking down at the slip of paper where Sophie had written Jon’s contact information. She could only pray that he knew something that could help her.

      Tears stung her eyes as she thought of Fiona. She’d taken a liking to her as soon as she began working as an art teacher at the same high school where Isabelle taught English. They’d spent many lunch hours in the teacher’s lounge commiserating over rowdy students, annoying fellow teachers, and their lousy pay. Their relationship soon blossomed from friendly coworkers to best friends as they got to know each other. Though they were different personality wise—Fiona was more shy and reserved, Isabelle bold and outgoing—there was much they had in common. They were passionate about the subjects they taught; Fiona loved art and was a skilled artist in her own right, Isabelle loved classic literature and tried to pass along that passion to her students. They both had little in the way of family—their parents had died long ago, though Isabelle had a brother Scott with whom she was close.

      She and Fiona had become each other’s family in a sense, and Scott cared for Fiona as a sister. He’d helped Isabelle with her search for Fiona when she first went missing and regularly contacted the police in Inverness for any updates on Isabelle's behalf.

      Guilt pricked at her chest as she thought of Scott; he lived in Edinburgh, where he worked as a professor of classics at the University of Edinburgh. She owed him a phone call. She’d barely been in touch with him since arriving in Scotland; her search for Fiona had consumed most of her time. But she was heading to Edinburgh for an extended visit with him and his wife after her search. She hoped that Fiona would be at her side when she did.

      She took out her phone, looking down at the photo of her smiling friend.

      “Fiona,” Isabelle whispered to her friend’s photo. “Where the hell are you?”
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      “Wait—you got a letter too?" Jon asked in disbelief.

      It was early the next morning, and Isabelle had arranged an online call with Jon to discuss Kara’s disappearance.

      Now, he stared at her from her laptop screen, his eyes wide with astonishment.

      “Yes,” Isabelle said, her heart picking up its pace.

      “I received something similar from Kara,” Jon said slowly. “It was a letter written on parchment. She wrote that she couldn't tell me where she was, but that she’s happy where she is and to not look for her.”

      Isabelle leaned back in her chair, her mind reeling.

      “That can’t be a coincidence,” she whispered.

      “No,” Jon agreed, “it can’t. But—listen. It hurts she didn’t tell me she was planning to leave for good and chooses not to stay in contact, but I believe her when she says she’s safe.”

      “What do you mean?" Isabelle asked, her body tensing. "You don’t want to find her?”

      “I do, more than anything. But knowing Kara, she'd kick my ass for tracking her down against her wishes. I don’t blame you for wanting to find your friend, and I'm not suggesting you shouldn't. But I’m going to leave Kara be.”

      Isabelle closed her eyes, gritting her teeth in frustration. She’d hoped Jon would join her in the search, especially given the similarities of their friend's disappearances.

      “Well, I need to confirm with my own eyes that Fiona is safe,” Isabelle said firmly. “Did Kara say anything to you? Anything . . . weird before she left? Anything that would indicate she didn't intend to come back?"

      "Well," Jon said, after a long pause. "We met up for lunch before she flew to Scotland. And she talked about some weird stuff during our meal.”

      "Like what?"

      "She asked me if I believed in . . . aliens. The supernatural. That there was something her late grandmother wanted her to do, but she wouldn't tell me what it was."

      Isabelle went still, her mind immediately going to Tairseach.

      "I basically told her to go for it, to do this mysterious thing her grandmother wanted," Jon continued, a look of guilt flickering across his face. "You have no idea how much I regret saying that now. It clearly influenced her decision to leave—forever. But from her letter, wherever she is . . . she’s happy. Look, I wish I could be of more help, Isabelle.”

      Isabelle sighed, rubbing her temples. It seemed the more questions she asked, the more questions popped up, like a frustrating game of whack-a-mole. Kara asked Jon if he believed in the supernatural before she disappeared. Why? Did she know about Tairseach? Was Tairseach linked to something supernatural? Unease crawled through her as she thought of the rumored disappearances there.

      “And . . . there’s one more thing,” Jon hedged.

      “What?”

      “Before I got Kara’s letter, I did some digging on my own. Made some calls. One of my contacts told me of rumors about a place called Tairseach.”

      Isabelle froze, her heart leaping into her throat. Jon met her eyes, giving her a grim nod as he took in her expression.

      “I take it you’ve heard of it.”

      “Yes,” Isabelle said, licking her dry lips.

      “Well, my contact told me there’s one rumor that gets buried among all the tales of disappearances. A pretty big one.”

      “And what is that?”

      Jon seemed reluctant to continue, leaning back in his chair and raking a hand through his hair.

      “Jon,” Isabelle said. “Please.”

      “This is crazy and I don’t believe it for a second. But the rumor is . . . that it's not where these people are disappearing to,” he said, holding her gaze. "It's when."
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        Aitharne Castle

      

      

      Ciaran rested his head against the cold stone wall of the dungeon, closing his eyes. His cell reeked of dirt and piss, and the stench of rot hung in the air. He’d put many men in these dungeons over the years, but as laird of Aitharne Castle and chieftain of Clan Aitharne, he never thought he’d spend time in one.

      He opened his eyes, watching as a rat scampered across the dirty cell floor. He focused on the rat’s movements, trying to keep his mind blank, trying not to think of the crime he was imprisoned for. A crime he didn’t commit.

      Footsteps approached his cell, and Ciaran forced himself to his feet. He recognized the guard who approached—Angus, a young man whose family he’d helped during the last plague that swept over their region of the Highlands. Angus kept his eyes cast down to the floor, avoiding Ciaran's gaze.

      “’Tis all right,” Ciaran said gruffly. He could tell Angus didn't like having to hold his chieftain in the dungeons like a criminal. “Ye're just doing yer duty.”

      Angus gave him a jerky nod but kept his gaze on the floor.

      "Yer brother and the nobles want tae see ye," Angus said, unlocking his cell door and stepping aside. He reluctantly took hold of Ciaran’s arm and led him down the dank corridor that led out of the dungeons.

      “Ye should ken, m’laird,” Angus said, lowering his voice, though they were the only ones in the dungeons. Ciaran stiffened at the title Angus used, the title he'd been formally stripped of the day before. “Yer brother has evidence he means tae use against ye.”

      Icy dread coursed through him, but Ciaran kept his features stoic.

      “I wouldnae expect no different,” Ciaran muttered.

      His brother Tavish was the one who'd had him arrested and imprisoned. He’d always know his brother hated him, but by the time he realized just how deep his brother’s hatred ran, it was too late.

      Ciaran tried to keep his calm as Angus led him up the stairs and down the corridor that led to the great hall. As they walked, the servants who milled past them avoided his eyes. Only days ago they’d answered to him as laird; now it was as if he were an imposter in his own castle. Anger spiraled through him, but he kept his expression neutral, even as Angus led him into the great hall.

      Inside the hall sat a dozen of the clan nobles. The only true friend among them was a tall dark-haired and bearded man, Lachaid, who’d been his close friend since they were both bairns. Lachaid’s dark eyes met his, a look of sorrow flashing across his face. Lachaid had tried in vain to prevent Ciaran’s arrest and imprisonment, but as leader of the clan in Ciaran’s stead, Tavish held the most power and had refused.

      Another noble by the name of Ramsey also looked uncertain, barely meeting Ciaran’s eyes. Ciaran had always liked Ramsey, who was an honorable man, but he too had to bow down to Tavish’s orders when it came to Ciaran’s arrest and imprisonment.

      Tavish sat in the center of them all, glaring at Ciaran. Though they shared the same blood, he and Tavish looked nothing alike. While Ciaran had dark hair, hazel eyes, and their late father’s towering height, Tavish was fair and stocky, with the blond hair and blue eyes of their late mother, passed down from her Norse ancestors.

      Tavish's blue eyes flashed with hatred as Angus brought Ciaran before him and stepped aside.

      “Ye have been accused of the murder of our dear brother Eoin, who was second in line to take over for ye as chieftain in the event of yer death,” Tavish said, his voice raised so that all the nobles in the hall could hear.

      Ciaran tried not to flinch at the mention of his brother’s name, the brother he had loved, the brother who'd been savagely murdered. Grief, hot and fierce, spread throughout his chest. Ye didnae deserve such a death, brother, he thought. I should’ve been there tae protect ye.

      “We now have evidence that it was ye who stabbed Eoin during an argument in yer chamber,” Tavish continued, his eyes now gleaming with triumph. He turned to look behind Ciaran. “Ye may enter."

      Ciaran tensed as two men entered the hall behind him, approaching the long table. At the sight of them, disbelief swirled through his veins. One man was his trusted steward, Ian. The other was a high-ranking noble he’d thought was his friend, Walrick.

      Neither of them met his eyes, keeping their gazes trained on the nobles before them. Anger replaced his grief, and he clenched his fists at his side. What had his brother offered them for their lies?

      “These witnesses attest that they saw ye murder Eoin,” Tavish continued. “What say ye tae their accusations?”

      Ciaran turned to study Ian and Walrick, the two liars. They returned his look with nothing but coldness. He gritted his teeth. How could they possess such dishonor? He wanted nothing more than to charge at them, to attack them for their lies.

      But there was another emotion that filled him, one that surpassed his anger and even his grief.

      Guilt. Guilt that he’d not seen the hatred Tavish held for him, hatred that propelled him to murder their brother and set Ciaran up for the deed. Guilt that he’d not protected the gentle and kindhearted Eoin from their brother’s wrath. Ciaran’s focus had been singled-minded, only on his power as chieftain and laird.

      Before their father died, he’d asked Ciaran to watch out for his brothers. To protect them. And he’d failed in his most important duty.

      “I am guilty,” Ciaran said, his voice so low it was barely above a whisper.

      But everyone in the hall heard him. The nobles' eyes widened in surprise. Even Tavish looked taken aback.

      After a long moment of stunned silence, Lachaid shot to his feet.

      “What the hell are ye doing, Ciaran?” he roared. “Ye didnae do this. Ye—"

      “Lachaid, take your seat!" Tavish hissed. "Or I will have ye escorted from the hall."

      “I am guilty,” Ciaran repeated, his voice firmer now. “I’ll take whatever punishment ye deem fit.”

      “No, Ciaran!” Lachaid shouted. “What are ye—"

      “Guards, escort Lachaid from the hall,” Tavish demanded.

      Ciaran avoided Lachaid's panicked eyes as two guards escorted him from the hall. When Lachaid was gone, amid a hail of swears and curses, Tavish returned his focus to Ciaran.

      “As yer guilt is confirmed, the punishment is death,” Tavish said, a look of dark pleasure crossing his features. “Death by hanging. Yer sentence will be carried out in one day’s time.”
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        Present Day

        Romarty, Scotland

      

      

      Isabelle parked her rental car in front of a small cottage and climbed out, surveying it with mild anxiety.

      After dropping the bombshell about people disappearing “in time,” Jon had directed her here, to the remote village of Romarty where a woman named Kensa lived. According to Jon, a local told him that she knew much about the mysterious disappearances.

      She took a deep breath as she approached the front door, hoping this wasn't a fool's errand. It was early in the morning and she was still jet lagged; she’d not been able to sleep after getting off the phone with Jon.

      Please work, she silently pleaded as she raised her hand to knock on the front door. Please know something.

      Before she could knock, the door swung open, and Isabelle blinked in surprise at the woman who greeted her. Jon had mentioned that Kensa was elderly, but the willowy dark-haired woman who studied her now couldn't be over thirty.

      "Hi," Isabelle said, forcing a smile. "I'm Isabelle. I’m looking for a woman named Kensa. There’s . . .  something I need to ask her.”

      The woman looked at her for several long moments, recognition flaring in her dark eyes. Finally, she stepped back and gestured for her to enter.

      "I'm Kensa. Please—come inside."

      Isabelle obliged, surprised at her willingness to invite her in despite having no idea who she was or exactly why she was here. Isabelle took in the living room as she entered; it was cluttered and stuffed to the brim with ancient-looking books and old, tattered furniture.

      She paused in front of a striking painting which hung on a side wall. A man in full medieval Highland regalia glowered at her from the portrait; he was short and balding with cold eyes. Even though it was only a portrait, a chill filled Isabelle at the sight of him.

      “I collect old paintings,” Kensa said, following her gaze. “Found this one at an antique sale in Inverness. That portrait is of Artair Brothaig. He was hung in 1392 for betraying several clans and profiting from their conflicts. He was not a nice man." She scowled at the portrait, before waving Isabelle to an overstuffed armchair in the corner. “I’ll probably end up selling it back. Please, sit. Can I get you something? Tea? Water?"

      "I'm fine," Isabelle said, looking away from the portrait as she perched on the edge of the chair. “I’m sorry to bother you, I'll make this quick. I came here because—”

      "You want to know about the disappearances," Kensa said calmly, taking a seat opposite her.

      Isabelle froze, eyeing Kensa with wary suspicion. How did she know?

      "You're not the only person who’s come here asking about the disappearances," Kensa said with a polite smile, answering the silent question in Isabelle's eyes.

      Isabelle swallowed hard, reaching into her purse to take out her phone. She swiped to a photo of Fiona before handing it to her.

      "My friend Fiona disappeared in this area a few months ago," Isabelle said. “She sent me a letter out of the blue insisting she was okay and to not look for her. But . . . it’s not like her to do something like that. I’m still worried about her. “

      Kensa barely glanced at the photo of Fiona before training her dark gaze on Isabelle for such a long moment that she felt unsettled.

      "Then perhaps you should heed her request," Kensa said, handing Isabelle’s phone back.

      “Not until I know for sure that she’s safe,” Isabelle said, shaking her head. “If you know anything . . .”

      She studied Kensa, hoping that she would give her something—anything. But Kensa's expression remained stoic.

      "Sometimes people just disappear,” Kensa murmured.

      “No, they don’t,” Isabelle said, trying to keep her tone even. “Look, the person who sent me here, he said something about—something about people disappearing in time. And when I was first searching for her, someone told me about a place called Tairseach—a place where people disappear. I know it sounds crazy, but can it all be linked?”

      “Ah, Tairseach," Kensa said, leaning forward in her chair, her gaze intent on Isabelle. "What else do you know about Tairseach?"

      “Just that it means portal in Gaelic," Isabelle hedged. “But . . . I can’t find it on a map, and my internet searches bring up nothing about the place.”

      “You won’t find it on any map," Kensa said. "In this
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