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Present Day

Chicago
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“Are you out of your mind?”

“Of course I am not, but just think of—” Autumn Winters began, only to be cut off by her boss’s blustery arguments. 

“You want to be next? Five American women missing isn’t enough for you? You’ll be next, and then who will write the story? I asked you to write a piece on Megan West, our own hometown girl gone missing. I don’t need you flexing your investigative reporter chops in the middle of an active criminal inquiry on the other side of the world.” He paused, his thick caterpillar brows furrowing even more now after his small explosion. “I’ll send Kennedy,” he said after a moment. 

Autumn rolled her eyes, planting her hands on her hips. “Billy Kennedy is about as subtle as a blizzard. He won’t get any answers over there. The only reason he manages to be a semi-competent investigative reporter here is because his name is known—as are his strong-arm tactics. He still thinks he’s in Boston, covering the mob in the eighties. C’mon, Eliot, you know I’m right. This will take finesse, a bit of charm, and more brain than useless brawn—and who better to do that than a Rivera-Walton Investigative Journalism Award winner?”

And now Eliot Treadwell rolled his eyes, throwing up his hands in frustration. 

But damn right she played that card.

Her award-winning probe, which uncovered that a retired Chicago detective had fabricated and planted evidence to frame innocent people of heinous crimes over a span of decades had opened an enormous can of worms, leading to larger State and Federal investigations and the freeing of—so far—three innocent men from prison, one who had served more than twenty years. The final report, which was given a four-minute segment for three consecutive nights had been her proverbial big break overnight, though she’d quietly investigated for more than two years. 

And what was the point of unveiling corruption—largely overlooked by supervisors to quickly close cases—and winning that award if she couldn’t use it to her advantage? To take on more of the same, finding answers when so many things pointed in one direction, but the authorities were bent on looking in another?

She didn’t blame Scotland for wanting to steer everyone asking away from the very obvious serial killer theory. But it really pissed her off that American authorities were not doing more to insinuate themselves into the ongoing but seemingly clueless probe into the missing women. The bewildering case struck home now with Megan West having gone missing, since she’d grown up and lived and worked most recently within a stone’s throw of Chicago and WGRN news.

“Eliot, at least let me try,” she pleaded. “This story is huge. Telling about her doesn’t begin to scratch the surface of what the hell happened to her—or those other women by the way. Give me a week over there, with Adam and Peter—”

“Christ, no! We’re not sending an entire news crew to Scotland,” he hollered at her. “What are you going to find out that hundreds of law enforcement over there have not already?”

How could he be so outraged by her idea and not so much by the women missing in Scotland? Why was there not more outrage anywhere in the States? These girls were more than merely news stories—even Autumn, driven to make a name for herself, understood that. Why was no one on this side of the ocean more concerned about these missing girls and what was being done to find them? True, she’d love to break a story, but seriously, where was the outrage?

“I have her journal,” she reminded Eliot. “I could—"

“Her journal? Her journal! It’s a goddamn one-page, half-assed note that makes her look like she was smoking something pretty potent, that her friend should have never taken from the crime scene!”

His face was beet red. That happened sometimes—often—when he started yelling and forgot to draw breath.

Eliot Treadwell was a stereotype, but of the more commonly parodied large city newspaper editor rather than WGRN’s news director, which he was, tall and lean with a towering personality, quick to anger, who shouted more than he spoke, who neglected his phone and intercom in favor of bellowing impatient directives from behind his desk. The news of the day was often measured by the state of his wardrobe. He began each morning in a suitcoat and tie. Then a bothersome traffic report might come in or the news station’s website would go down and off went the jacket. The president might make a public gaffe that made America look foolish and the tie was wrenched from around his neck and tossed aside. A hurricane making landfall might unbutton the top of his dress shirt. A controversial bill passing or failing in Congress would roll up his sleeves. His favorite King Club sandwich from the deli near O’Hare Airport, eaten during meetings and invariably dribbled on his shirt, would see him swap out that shirt for one of the always-available extras he kept in his office, and the un-layering process would start again.

Damn. She’d known Eliot Treadwell would need some convincing, but she hadn’t expected so violent a reaction.

His statement was false, though. Well, part of it was true. Megan West had only written on the first page of the notebook and the content could be misconstrued in so many different ways, and her friend had hidden it from the authorities. But the room at the inn where she’d been staying was not a crime scene, hadn’t ever been declared as such since there was no crime known. Megan West had simply disappeared, and the inn was the last place she was known to have been. But it revealed little, no signs of a struggle or anything amiss, not a speck of blood, and aside from Megan’s DNA, there had been too many other unknown samples to have been of any use. 

“Eliot,” Autumn tried again, keeping her voice firm, professional, “please reconsider. I just need a week to chase down what little the journal did say—”

“It said nothing!” He shouted. 

Once annoyed or having expressed opposition to an idea, it was rare that sentences might be finished in his presence. 

“Gibberish, all of it,” he decided gruffly. “Some romantic notions of a clearly foolish girl. She’s probably hiding out with the beefcake she met over there, now too embarrassed to show her face after all this fuss has been made about her disappearance.”

He was showing his age—well past retirement, Autumn was sure—with the use of beefcake to describe the ‘hot Scot’—as dubbed by Megan’s friend, Jasmine Lane—whom Megan West had apparently met and spent time with in Scotland. 

“Eliot, you can’t believe that—”

“We know nothing, Autumn,” he reminded her tersely. “And it’s wasting time and resources to send you off on a wild goose chase. We’ve got enough going on here. You have other assignments, other Nancy Drew shit you could be sticking your nose into.”

This! This is why she sometimes hated him, for how he belittled the investigative side of journalism. Despite the enormity of her crooked detective story, which she alone broke, Eliot Treadwell still treated her like a novice, and sometimes proved what a chauvinistic dinosaur he was. Leave the big stories to the big men, she was frequently made to understand.

“Very well,” she said, understanding she wouldn’t be able to sway him. She thought she might try again in two weeks’ time. “Have a good day, Eliot. Don’t forget I’m not here next week,” Autumn said, maintaining her rigid posture, a constant in his company, which she believed effectively prevented her from jumping or jerking at every barked response or command.

“Not here? I just said you may not go to—” he began shouting again.

“I have scheduled time off,” she informed him firmly. “It’s been on the calendar for months. Jordan and I have a vacation planned.” At his blank stare, she clarified for him, “You asked for a story on Megan West. I’ve done that, interviewed the friend who abandoned her, her co-workers, and three previous foster families, even the guy at the coffee shop at the corner of her street. Jason is finishing the editing now. My work here is done until I return,” she said resolutely, not about to be bullied into forgoing her trip because of Eliot’s maniacal whims. 

Chances are she wouldn’t be able to uncover what law enforcement had not over three years and five missing women, but she was since meeting with Megan West’s friend, Jasmine Lane, regularly overwhelmed by a burning desire to at least try. 

Eliot Treadwell snarled something under his breath. One more lip curl and then he waved his long arm toward the door. “Go on, then. Get out of here. But remember, Autumn Winters,” he called out after her as she made her escape, “one award does not make a career! You’ve got a lot to learn yet!”

Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

Despite his reputation—Eliot Treadwell rubbed elbows with presidents and celebrities, and in his youth with men like Woodward and Bernstein and columnist Jack Anderson—Autumn wasn’t a fan. If her very close-knit family didn’t all live and work in or very near to Chicago, if her own ambition were greater than her love of her parents and three older brothers and their families, she’d have sought out a job in another city or state. The Rivera-Walton award could have been her ticket to something bigger or better, but she couldn’t imagine being anywhere but here. She loved Chicago, loved her family and Sunday dinners at her parents’ house, and never wanted to be too far away from her nieces and nephews. 

And then there was Jordan.

Jordan Charles Becker III, or more precisely, Autumn’s boyfriend of almost three years who was, she was fairly certain, about to propose to her—possibly while they wined and dined their way along the Mediterranean on their cruise beginning tomorrow. And she was primed to say yes. 

Having grown up in a wild house filled with too much testosterone, bad ideas, and noise, Autumn had almost immediately fallen in love with Jordan’s quiet, reserved nature. She’d known him a year before he’d raised his voice—to shout out Happy New Year from a third story window to a friend on the street below. He was staid and solid and predictable. Autumn loved her brothers dearly, but she knew she could never be married to a man of similar character. They were truly guy’s guys, exuding natural confidence and strength, a certain casual style, comfortable in their own skin, lacking only—and only sometimes—emotional intelligence. Though all three of her brothers were in their thirties, they still employed and were entertained by potty humor; though their rowdiness was harmless, they loved to prank each other; though they were dependable, they were sometimes unpredictable; though family came first, it sometimes had to be scheduled around the big game, the Bears or the Cubs. 

Jordan was a tax attorney with one of the oldest law firms in Chicago. Her brothers teased her—and sometimes Jordan to his face, which wasn’t always received well—that he’d managed to combine two of the most unpopular, satirized professions—taxes and the law—and join them together. Her brothers, Adam, Michael, and Sean actually gave her quite a bit of grief over Jordan. Though they were always polite to him, from the get-go they’d questioned if the match was good—good for Autumn, their baby sister. But Autumn knew that Jordan was earnest, honest, and ambitious, all the things she strived to be, qualities that she appreciated in others. He was a fine companion who respected her drive to succeed and her want to establish her career before she began a family, and who wasn’t threatened by her small successes so far while his career took a more gradual, less flashy route to junior partner. 

She finished out her day, determined that when she got back to work, she would try again to convince Eliot of the merit of her idea. Autumn was determined that fresh eyes and fresh thoughts—what had prompted and provoked her award winning piece—were exactly what was needed if any of those missing girls were ever going to be found. She left work, picking up her dry cleaning and stopping for gas so that she wouldn’t have to do so when she returned from vacation next Sunday night. She texted Jordan but received no response, which wasn’t unusual since he was often in meetings or with clients. 

An hour later, sitting on the balcony outside her loft with a glass of wine, she received a text from Jordan, cancelling their dinner plans.

Sorry. Taking a late meeting with a senior partner and new client.

Autumn sighed, wondering if he still planned to spend the night. It would simply make it easier in the morning, getting to the airport. She dropped the phone in her lap, her bare feet propped up on the railing of the balcony, supposing that she shouldn’t expect he would want to stay over simply to end his day by sleeping with her. They’d been together for almost three years; those days of not being able to get enough of each other had never been frantic and were since long gone. The sex was good, if routine, but was only a small part of their relationship, neither of them having personalities that were driven by physical desires. She liked that about Jordan, that he didn’t think and wasn’t governed by the organ in his pants. She wanted more in a relationship than simply that.

And yet sometimes she rather wished they were zealous lovers, that he couldn’t get enough of her. 

Or she of him. 

Autumn frowned, wondering about that, and then shook herself free of that, not wanting to insert drama and questions when there should be none. Jordan was perfect for her. 

But then a conversation they had just last week replayed itself in her mind. When she’d first mentioned about approaching Eliot about going to Scotland—she’d thought she might simply tack on another week in Europe after their cruise if Eliot had consented— Jordan had expressed doubts about her plan. Jordan always stayed in his own lane, didn’t quite understand or appreciate the initiative of people who didn’t.

He’d squawked enough—it wasn’t her job to do the work of the Scottish authorities; how was she so certain she could help? having never been to Scotland, what did she expect to find?—that she’d teased him in response.

“Unless, of course, you want me here and near because you have some big date planned.” She’d winked broadly at him, holding up her left hand and her bare ring finger. 

Of course, they’d talked about getting married. Previously, Jordan had said they would get engaged when she finished her graduate school program, or when she was more established at WGRN, or when he made junior partner. And all those things came and went without a proposal. She didn’t consider herself an enabler but sometimes entertained a bit of doubt, maybe even a certain sense of alarm that he did continually put it off—and that she let him. If he weren’t so perfect for her, if she wasn’t sure he’d make such a good father and good partner, she might have bailed some time ago.

“Autumn, we’ve discussed this,” he’d replied last week, sounding a bit...off. “There’s a lot going on right now and to add the stress of a wedding to the mix seems irresponsible.”

She hadn’t been stunned, but she’d certainly been a little surprised by the gravity of his tone. The tenor of his response would have been more understandable if she made a regular, annoying habit of bugging him about getting engaged. But she did not.

“I think you meant to say the excitement of wedding planning, the joy of the idea of a wedding—not the stress,” she’d scolded lightly, meaning to get her point across but not wanting to start an argument.

At that moment he’d received a call from work that he’d likely been very pleased to take.

The conversation had not been revisited that night or since then.

Which forced Autumn now to examine why in the hell she was so sure he was going to propose to her on the cruise. Some of her expectation, admittedly, had been buoyed by her girlfriend, Amy, who’d suggested that Jordan’s defensive response was likely an attempt to throw her off the fact that he did have something planned.

“If you don’t walk off the boat with a ring on your finger,” her oldest brother, Adam, had said at last week’s Sunday dinner at their parents’ house, which Jordan hadn’t been able to make, “I’m going to call it. DOA. No more life-saving measures should be attempted. Can’t find a pulse.” 

Autumn had tossed one of her mother’s cheddar garlic biscuits at Adam in response.

She made some headway packing her suitcases and texted her mother, knowing that she couldn’t call. Friday nights were still, after thirty-five years, date night for her parents. No doubt they were two drinks in, huddled together over dinner at one of their many favorite restaurants.

She was just finishing her shower when she heard the door to the loft open.

“Jordan?” She called from the bathroom. 

“Yeah,” came his answer. 

He sounded tired. Autumn checked her phone. Almost nine o’clock. She hoped he had all his packing done. 

Distractedly, she made a mental note that her and Jordan’s passports were on the breakfast bar in the kitchen. Obviously, she didn’t want to forget those. 

When she left the bathroom, coming into the bedroom where one of her suitcases was still open on the queen bed, Jordan was there, lounged against the bedroom doorway, his shoulder propped against the doorjamb. His hands were in his pockets.

Autumn raised a brow at him. She’d known him for three years. She’d never seen him do that before. 

He was still in his suit and tie. For a moment, she saw only the top of his head and it’s short, wavy brown hair as he stared at the beige carpet on the bedroom floor. 

“Did you pack already?” She asked, immobilized across the room near the closet by his odd behavior.

Jordan lifted his face to her, his brown eyes and narrow mouth tightened with tension.

Autumn’s phone vibrated and she glanced down to see her mother had returned her text. She let it go, lifting her gaze back to Jordan, her eyes locking on his with a mix of concern and apprehension.

“Autumn,” he began with the greatest of hesitation.

“Ah, shit.” Her shoulders slumped, not caring that Jordan didn’t like when she swore. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re not going, are you?”

“I can’t,” he said, his words weighed down with an odd, utterly misplaced detachment. “Autumn, I’m sorry.”

Very calmly, even as she felt as rigid as steel with her anger, she asked, “You can’t, or you won’t?”

Jordan straightened away from the doorway and made a face at her that suggested he viewed the question was childish. “It’s just too demanding right now, with this new client. And you know that federal case is taking up a lot of my energy.”

“And you realized this just now? The night before we’re supposed to leave?”

“It’s about priorities right now.”

Nodding, smirking with her growing resentment, Autumn approached the bed, smacking the suitcase closed. “Priorities. Yes, of course.” She spun the folded suitcase around, looking for the zipper. She waited for Jordan to comment on her remark, to catch onto his own error—Jesus, she hoped it was said in error, since he’d just suggested she absolutely was not one of his priorities. 

Jordan strode inside the bedroom, grabbing onto the footboard post. “It’s just the timing, Autumn. It’s a really bad time to take a break.”

Having failed to find the stupid zipper, Autumn gave up. She closed her eyes and lifted her chin. Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes and stared at Jordan. She considered him intently, with fresh eyes, ones that red flags should have wakened long ago. She traced over the contours of his long face, looking for something—anything—that suggested that he was as upset as her about this.

And she waited. It wasn’t on her to make this better. It wasn’t on her to convince herself to understand. It was on him. 

Silence hung heavy in the room as he appeared to struggle to find the right words—any words—his tense indifference finally giving away to a flicker of guilt. 

Autumn smiled grimly.

Her brothers had been right all along. 

“Actually, I think this is a perfect time to take a break,” she told him. 

It was time to set herself free. 
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Chapter Two
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Autumn Winters sat near the window and balcony of Room 203 in the Lodge of the Loch, her elbows resting on the arm of the chair, her perfectly manicured fingers tapping a steady beat on the edge. She’d been here, in this spot, for more than twenty minutes, having only just checked in this morning. 

The hotel room was non-descript, a worn commercial Berber carpet covered all the floor but the entry and bathroom. A pair of uninspired solid blue quilts covered the two queen beds. The furniture, this table and chair included, was dated but not attractive enough to have been considered vintage. The artwork on the walls was rather pedestrian, some wannabe photographer’s prints of local scenery, hung poorly—crookedly in one instance—in cheap frames with no mats, small pictures lost on large walls.

According to Janet McLaren, the middle-aged, thin-lipped woman in the hotel’s office, the police had combed over every inch of this 300 square foot space for more than three weeks, leaving Autumn with little to investigate. The room had only been released by the authorities ten days ago. 

Megan West, the young American woman from Des Plaines who was the latest to go missing, might have sat in this very chair, she thought. 

And now I am. 

A prickling sensation raised the hair on the back of her neck. 

Autumn ignored this. She was a reporter for the WGRN news station in Chicago, the rising star of the investigative team. She dealt with facts and evidence, not prickling sensations.

However, maybe she should have paid greater attention to her intuition and more than one nagging perception about Jordan. She should be sitting on the sun deck of a fancy cruise ship, sipping mimosas right now, but was here in this drab hotel room instead, chasing what she sincerely hoped didn’t turn out to be nothing, a fruitless endeavor.

She was still angry and hurt about what she might now assume was her break-up with Jordan. And frankly, she wasn’t quite over her shock. Despite several indications realized in hindsight, she truly hadn’t seen it coming. Jordan not being able to get off work was one thing, not a deal-breaker at all, but Jordan’s inability to convince her that he was bothered by it, had kind of filled in a lot of blanks.

Might assume was a break-up? She questioned herself.

She was torn. Part of her was dedicated to the idea that she was done. It was over. She deserved better. Another part of her bemoaned the loss of the dream: an entire life imagined with Jordan at her side. Yet a third part of her wondered still if there was any hope.

Jordan had left in a huff Friday night, and she hadn’t heard from him until she’d gotten off the plane in Rome. His text was cool, defensive still. He hadn’t extended another apology, heartfelt or otherwise. He hadn’t closed with any mention or desire to see her and straighten out this issue when she got home, which had caused the most pain—and admittedly, a bit of desperation, that saw her texting him a lengthy communication that basically said, shit happens; she might have overreacted; his job was important, of course. All excuses, made by her for him. She was thankful now that she’d deleted the whole thing, had left Jordan’s half-hearted olive branch hanging in the breeze. On her flight from JFK to Rome, Autumn had decided that she might just read into the entire thing what was meant to be known: his heart wasn’t in it. And she’d be damned before she begged anyone to want to be with her, to want to love her. 

She’d done nothing with their cruise tickets. That had been booked more than eight months ago, had been put on Jordan’s credit card; that was his problem. But she’d kept her flight from Chicago to JFK airport and the transatlantic one, which had put her in Rome yesterday—thanks, Jordan, for that hop across the ocean—and then had promptly booked a flight to Edinburgh. It had made for a very long day of travel, but she was here, where she was thrilled to be, where she truly believed she was meant to be. Everything happens for a reason, she reminded herself.

Eliot Treadwell and Jordan Becker could kiss her ass. 

Autumn glanced down at the journal in her lap.

Megan West’s journal, which the missing woman’s friend, Jasmine Lane, had hidden from the police.

Having been assigned the background piece on Megan as soon as it had become known that another woman was missing, Autumn had scheduled an interview with Jasmine Lane. For days prior to her return to the States, Jasmine had been enjoying her fifteen minutes of fame. Had been, until it was discovered that she was not merely the friend-in-mourning of the most recent missing American woman in Scotland, but instead was the shitty friend who’d made plans with Megan to vacation in Scotland, only to invite her boyfriend along once they’d landed. By all accounts—interviews with the glaring Janet McLaren, the driver Jasmine and her boyfriend had hired, and then the (now ex-)boyfriend himself, currently known around the world as McSteamy 2.0 since he was a fairly attractive doctor—Jasmine had dumped Megan, had gone down to Edinburgh with McSteamy 2.0 and had left Megan alone here. Alone, that is, save for the ‘weird hot guy’ that the entire English speaking world was looking for. Almost hourly for the first few weeks, an e-fit of Megan’s mystery man could be seen on any channel in any country including the US, he being the very first solid tip authorities had as a lead to follow after several years of women going missing. But Graeme—‘MacSomething’, according to Jasmine—was a phantom. 

Autumn had interviewed Jasmine for the local news shortly after her return to Chicago. That had been before the truth had been made known, about how she’d ditched her friend. Jasmine’s fleeting love for the camera had crumbled when the truth had come out. She was instantly vilified on the news, in the papers, and all over social media. She’d barely spoken to a soul since, hadn’t worked, hadn’t gone out, had even changed her phone number. Having met her, having built a fairly basic rapport with her, Autumn had written her a letter, asking her if she’d like to tell her story once more. She invited her to take the opportunity to explain what had really happened with her separating from Megan in Scotland, and not let the public at large fill in the blanks so uncharitably on social media, where Jasmine Lane was daily fodder for even those who weren’t fanatics about the cases. Honestly, Autumn had been surprised when Jasmine had called her. In tears, she asked for Autumn to help her.

A week ago, Autumn had made her second visit to Jasmine’s tiny apartment.

Though she wasn’t supposed to feel for a subject, Autumn couldn’t help but know some sympathy for Jasmine Lane. Even then, only a few weeks removed from Scotland, Jasmine was a shell of her former self. The vibrant, self-possessed camera-diva with the unnaturally bright red hair and sleeves of tattoos was now in dire need of a color-refresh, her light brown roots painting a strip over the center of her head. She wore no make-up, the once kohl-rimmed eyes now puffy and red-rimmed instead. She’d greeted Autumn in an overlarge t-shirt and baggy yoga pants. She’d looked like shit.

Before she’d even opened the door, Jasmine had announced she wouldn’t talk with Autumn on camera, which had returned Peter and his camera to the station’s SUV parked at a meter outside. 

“Just you,” Jasmine had said, her voice coming through the door. “And everything will be off the record.”

Off-the-record put a damper on Autumn’s mission, but she’d consented. As a general practice, she usually honored off-the-record agreements, wanting to be trusted by sources to share worthwhile news and background. In no way did she want her fledgling reputation stained by rumors that she was dishonest.

They’d met for forty-five minutes inside Jasmine’s dark loft, where all the shades and curtains had been drawn and closed. Jasmine had cried through more than half of that. Guilt was eating her alive. 

Autumn had asked her a series of questions, all the basics, most of which had been covered in their first interview. 

How many days did you actually spend with Megan? 

When was the last time you literally saw her? What was her disposition when you parted?

What can you tell me about the Scotsman she met? Was he there when you parted ways?

Autumn had been very careful to avoid using phrases like, when you left her.

Did it seem as if Megan were afraid at all of this man, Graeme? Did he strike you as threatening? Dangerous?

“Why didn’t you give it to the Scottish police?” Autumn had asked when Jasmine had told her she’d taken Megan’s journal from the hotel room in Scotland. It had required a herculean effort to show no shock or thrill at learning that Megan had kept a journal, and that Jasmine had it in her possession.

To her credit and despite the fact that she had essentially abandoned her friend, Jasmine Lane had been concerned when Megan had not arrived at the airport on the date and at the hour of their scheduled flight. Belatedly bit by the guilty conscience bug, Jasmine had missed her own flight to return to the inn to locate Megan, she being the first—and until she’d shared it with Autumn, the only person— to see Megan’s small notebook.

“I didn’t want them labeling her crazy,” she said, piquing Autumn’s interest. Jasmine held the journal, no more than four by six inches, against her chest. “I won’t show it to you unless you promise this will never be published or discussed, or included in any article. This is off the record, or you won’t see it.”

Her anticipation nearly overwhelming at that moment, Autumn had given her oath that she would not publicly acknowledge the existence of the journal in any way. 

“I didn’t want them to think she was crazy,” Jasmine had repeated when she’d finally put the small greeting card size notebook into Autumn’s hand.

Skimming over the first page, the only one that had been written on, Autumn didn’t blame her. 

“I didn’t want them not to look for her,” Jasmine had cried—earnestly and unattractively cried; probably the reason she’d only agreed to meet with Autumn off camera. 

It had been the right call to make, not alerting the authorities about the journal. It asked questions but didn’t offer any help, in Autumn’s estimation. 

“What she wrote makes no sense,” Jasmine had said, which was indeed true. “But that is Megan’s handwriting,” she confirmed.

Autumn still didn’t know any more than Jasmine did about what to make of the words written in blue ink.

Reasons To Go back in Time with Graeme and Just do it. Be brave. Take a chance. Go to the ruins of the broch with him and go back to the fourteenth century! did not inspire confidence that the missing person wasn’t simply in need of meds, that she wasn’t strung out somewhere, needing not only to be found but in greater need of medical attention.

“But what is this about traveling back in time?”

“What? Oh, that.” Jasmine had dismissed with a shrug. “Makes no sense. She read quite a bit. Maybe she was planning a book.”

“But she met this guy, Graeme,” Autumn had reasoned, “and she’s written his name down here.”

“Yeah, but obviously he was lying about his name. The Scottish cops looked everywhere, found three Graeme MacQuillans. I’m pretty sure—well, mostly sure—that was his name. Or what he claimed it was. I was dragged down to the police station here to look at photos the Scottish police sent over and none of them were him.” Her bottom lip quivered. “He lied. She fell for it.” She’d fought against a rising tide of emotion, and lost, crying, “It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have left her. If I’d been with her, if I hadn’t dumped her for Kyle—that asshole—she wouldn’t be missing. Wouldn’t be dead.”

Autumn didn’t do well with crying scenes. She tried, she really did, but she was too unemotional, too focused on the job at hand, always the story. She winced a little, giving Jasmine a moment to compose herself. But she couldn’t imagine any words to ease her guilt. Autumn was creative, but not in that regard.

She’d asked a bit about Jasmine’s ex-boyfriend, Kyle, but had been satisfied that he was simply a jerk. He’d been happy to take advantage of a trip to Scotland to see his girlfriend, and possibly had relished his own fifteen minutes of fame as McSteamy 2.0, but that all came crashing down when his other girlfriends—plural—had been discovered. Apparently, he’d been sleeping his way around almost every floor of the Des Plaines hospital—shacking up with nurses, doctors, PAs, anything with a vagina.

“But you would know that guy—Graeme McQuillan—if you saw him again?” Autumn had asked.

“He’d be kind of hard to miss. He was super hot, and he carried a sword and dressed like a weirdo.”

Autumn had blinked. “I’m sorry. Did you say he carried a sword?”

“Yeah,” Jasmine had replied indifferently, as if a sword-wielding man was a normal thing. “He was kind of weird about it. Like Megan had to beg him not to bring it down to dinner. But honest to God, despite the sword and several other things, I thought he was harmless. He seemed like he was into Megan. I thought, good for her. She never dates, hasn’t had a steady boyfriend in years, while I’ve gone through several.”

“Did you tell the Scottish authorities that the man carried a sword?” Autumn had asked.

With a nod, Jasmine had revealed, “They were just as surprised as you, but I promise, I’m not making that up.”

Autumn had chewed on that. She’d love to know what the police had made of that very alarming piece of information. And she wondered as well why that hadn’t been made public. 

“Is she...is there any reason for you to think that maybe she just ran off with him?” Was the last question she’d put to Jasmine last week.

“None at all, I promise you,” Jasmine had answered, an earnestness in her voice. “She wasn’t reckless like that. I’m telling you she’s that guy’s sex slave or she’s already dead.”  She’d started crying again and Autumn had, shortly thereafter, taken her leave, once more promising that she wouldn’t make public anything about the journal. 

Presently, having learned little from the sterilized hotel room, Autumn stood and collected her shiny gold rolling suitcase. It was tiresome, always lugging it around, but she needed it. Inside was her small digital camcorder, her regular digital camera, her laptop, several steno books and an entire pouch of her favorite ergonomic roller-ball pens. She smoothed down her camel-colored pencil skirt and yanked on the hem of the matching jacket—not navy, she wasn’t a politician; not gray, she wasn’t an attorney—and paused at the bathroom mirror to freshen her Yves Saint Laurent lipstick—Conflicting Crimson, which was best suited to her coloring and showed well on camera. She examined the rest of her face and hair, giving a quick spray to her blonde hair, hoping it wasn’t too windy outside.

The three-inch heels of her designer shoes tapped along the tiled floor and then were muffled on the short-pile carpet of the hallway as she made her way downstairs, taking the tiny and dubious elevator.

Janet McLaren was no more pleased to see her now than she had been an hour ago—“the inn is nae a tourist attraction, Ms. Winters,” had been her reply when Autumn had asked if she might be shown around, to places Megan West had visited.

Presently, pretending she had no agenda at all, Autumn asked if there were any ruins of brochs nearby that she might visit. Twenty minutes later, having wasted much of that time explaining to Janet McLaren all the reasons she was not prepared to “find yer way on a bicycle”, Autumn had a semi-detailed hand-drawn map from the grumbling woman, illustrating how she could get there by car. 

She tossed her rolling luggage into the back seat and set out in her rental car, having quickly grown accustomed to driving on the left side of the road, as the drive from the airport to this inn had taken several hours. After thirty minutes, a few wrong turns, and nearly getting stuck while backing out of a muddy trail that was not a road, Autumn finally found the ruins.

She pulled off to the side of the road, hoping the car didn’t get swiped or smashed by someone speeding around that last bend on this very narrow road and stared out her window, up the hill at the ruins. Brochs, she’d since learned after a bit of internet searching, were found only in Scotland and were thought to be from the Iron Age, roundhouse totems to Scotland’s prehistory. Having no idea how much daylight she might have, she exited the car, retrieved her luggage, and wheeled that up the hill, having to walk on her toes to prevent her heels from sinking into the marshy ground. 

As far as tourist-y things went, she considered this one unimpressive. Of course the age of it was remarkable for having stood for so long, minus the collapsing front half, but it was rather bleak, gray and overgrown, no care taken with the vegetation surrounding it. Across the street sat a barn, very close to the road, another contradiction with its new, gray metal roof and its ancient stone walls, which were covered in lichen and almost blended in with the pasture surrounding it. 

And yet as she neared it, she...felt it. Or felt something. She was not a history buff, didn’t get excited over ancient things, was more apt to be wowed by the performance of a fine orchestra or the display at an art gallery, or perhaps be impressed by a more modern castle or mansion, so she wasn’t sure what she felt was any reaction to the site, to its mysterious history. 

Still, there was a current, some altering of the air or the way she perceived it. Suddenly and just here within only a few feet of the broch, the air had a distinct richness and depth. Or maybe she had simply failed to notice the air in Scotland until now, she could not be sure, but then could not discount that this present awareness left her a little rattled.

She turned away from the ruins, meaning to grab her camera and take a few pictures before she scoured the area, looking for anything that might clarify Megan’s cryptic words in her journal.

As Autumn turned her back to the ruins, she felt a greater, inexplicable, creeping consciousness, this one larger and more urgent, lifting not only the hair at her nape but also the ones on her arms. 

“Hello...?” She called out weakly, her hand clutched on the handle of her luggage.

But she was alone. There was no one around here. It was almost eerily quiet.

And yet she clearly heard—felt, actually—someone say, Dinna go, lass. He’s coming for ye.

Autumn twirled around, unnerved by the whispers that couldn’t possibly be real. 

Were they her own consciousness? Had she heard or sensed something and now attached a narrating voice to it?

Had Jordan come to surprise her? –was her next thought. Had he been undone by guilt and now wanted to make amends? She dismissed the idea almost as soon as it was born. Jordan did not make a habit of surprises. So not his style.

But...

She felt again another cryptic message, given in a craggy voice. 

Ye will nae escape him, lass. Ye will nae want to.

A whimper of fright escaped her, and she spun around again, terrified that either she was losing her mind, or someone was playing a really nasty trick on her. Still, there was no one about, not a soul in sight. 

And yet she was seized by some frantic notion that she should run, that she was being chased. Her lips trembled and she began to run down the grassy hillside, back toward the rental car.

Oh, she most certainly did want to escape!

She stopped, came to a sudden halt, when she was still twenty yards from the little sedan. Was stopped, actually, by a piercing pain in her shoulder. Autumn closed her eyes in agony, tipping her head back while she clamped her mouth tightly to keep from screaming at the inexplicable pain.

After a moment, when she opened her eyes again, nothing was as it was.
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Chapter Three
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September 1304

Near Inverness, Scotland

––––––––
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Clumps of peat were furiously kicked up and just as swiftly flopped back down, the ground disturbed by the bruising pace set by Marcus McInnes. No sooner had bits settled than they were agitated just as violently by the thundering army that followed in his wake.

“There!” Called out Gibbon, riding closest to Marcus. “The glint in the trees!”

Aye, Marcus saw it, and supposed as Gibbon did that it might well be a reflection of the bright sunlight off the sword of any one of the callous marauders who’d just visited an unholiness upon the wretched souls of the Darrie village, the attack carried out at the break of dawn, the devil’s hour.

Marcus’s lip curled as he spurred on his destrier. He would show no mercy, would grant no quarter, just as these brigands had done inside Darrie. He’d leave their bodies to rot in the autumn sun, would mark them with black soot as traitors to humanity—making war on their own bloody people!—would incite the devil to collect their souls before any feeble-minded angel might take pity on their faithless carcasses. 

The humble village of Darrie was nestled deep within the rugged heart of the disputed land of the McInnes and the MacPhail, a place where the very landscape seemed to echo with the ancient songs of the earth. Darrie stood as a lone bastion of autonomy, governed by history and lore more so than it ever would be by any man or clan. Small, thatched cottages, built to withstand the fierce Highland wind and mean winters and huddled together like old friends, now smoldered as ruins from the unprovoked and unprecedented MacPhail attack. Long before the McInnes and MacPhails had laid claims to the surrounding lands, Darrie had stood free and proud, a haven for those who sought refuge from the never-ending land wars in the north. Today, it had been reduced by half, in people and edifices, but Marcus could make no sense of it. Decimating Darrie did nothing to further MacPhail’s claim to the disputed land, naught but incense those who survived—possibly to finally take a side—and enrage Marcus to strike back, hard and deep.

But mayhap that was what they wanted. Mayhap all-out war was what MacPhail was after. 

Gibbon cursed something unintelligible and then exhorted the army behind them, “By my oath and my order, lads! No mercy! Naught but death!”

The victors would now become the vanquished.

Compelled to larger urgency by these words, several of the McInnes archers let loose as they rode, wild volleys meant not as warning—the enemy would not be allowed to escape—but as a hint of the might and power of the McInnes army. The fleeing enemy didn’t need to know that Marcus had but two units with him presently. They would bring hell to those MacPhail raiders, who would find no place to disappear, no escape inside the forest of pines into which they’d apparently gone. Another arced stream of missiles flew overhead while they were still a hundred yards out. 

Marcus narrowed his eyes, a wee surprised that even through the dense boughs of greenery he detected no scattered movement, saw not one more glint of sun off steel, could discern no figures scrambling for cover or incited to flight. The tree-covered beinn before them was motionless.

Damn, but he and his men might be further behind them than they’d guessed. 

Straightening in the saddle, slowing his mount to be able to navigate the trees without mishap or misstep, Marcus was the first to enter the forest, the first to begin the upward climb on the braeside, and had progressed not more than twenty more yards when he was brought to a crashing halt by the sight before him.

So vigorously did Marcus jerk on the reins that the destrier’s front hooves were lifted off the ground. The steed shook his head with displeasure, but Marcus paid him no mind, unable to lend consideration to anything but the apparition that stood directly in front of him. 

A woman....

Or a ghostly specter of one. Oddly garbed and seemingly unruffled by the coming of his army though already she was apparently a victim of its furious reprisal for the harm done at Darrie.

While his army came to a crashing halt all around him on the gentle slope, Marcus met and held the bright but stricken gray eyes of the woman. Her peculiar fawn-colored garb, indecently bared legs, and the unusual gold box attached to her white-knuckled hand by way of a black metal rod were of little significance presently.

Nae, the swan-feathered McInnes arrow protruding from her left shoulder and the circle of vivid red blood growing larger around it, darkening her fawn surcote, was what held so much of his attention. 

“Blessed Màthair of God,” Gibbon breathed at his side.

Marcus grunted. “Whatever she is, she is nae that, mate.” 

“I think I...” the woman said, her voice so small as to almost be unheard. She blinked and looked directly at Marcus, a frown of confusion wrinkling two precisely shaped eyebrows. “I’ve been shot.”

Bluidy hell.

At Marcus’s side, Gibbon drew in a hiss of breath. 

“Are ye a MacPhail?” Marcus asked, hoping that she was and that this incident—the wounding of the strange woman—would be accounted as necessary, justified even, whether she played an active role in the massacre or not. 

“I’ve been shot,” she repeated dumbly, lifting her left hand and extending only her forefinger until the underside barely touched the feathers. “Oh, my.” Her gray eyes lifted again, skimming over Gibbon before returning to Marcus. “I might...I’m going to be sick. Or pass out.”

Marcus’s gaze was briefly fixed on her fingernails, all ten of which were coated with a bright red paint. He blinked at her words, though, and focused again
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