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      The Elysse Enigma

      

      Step into a world of mystery and intrigue

      

      When Elysse vanishes without a trace after a heated argument on a romantic getaway, Dain never thought he'd see her again.

      

      But now she's back, telling a story that doesn't add up. How did she disappear into thin air only to reappear days later, thousands of miles away in the Grand Canyon?

      

      Enter Zachary Goldman, a seasoned PI with a knack for solving the most puzzling cases. He is on the case to unravel the mystery behind Elysse's disappearance and to find out the truth of what happened during those five days.

      

      As he delves deeper into the investigation, the stakes rise higher and higher. Will Zachary uncover the truth before it's too late? Find out in this gripping PI mystery that will keep you on the edge of your seat until the very end.

      

      Praise for the series:
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      Zachary Goldman, Private Investigator, is flawed with a capital F. Shattered by the tragedies of his own life, he will somehow still manage to pick himself up and dig just a little bit deeper than anyone else to piece together the vital clues and solve the mystery.

      

      Maybe being broken makes it easier for others who have faced tragedy to trust him. Walk with Zachary as he solves cases that will stretch his abilities to the limit.

      

      Even with his own life in shambles, Zachary Goldman is still the one you want on the case.

      

      Looking for a suspenseful read that will keep you up all night and stay with you long after the last page?

      

      Investigate this P.I. Mystery now!

      

      Dive into this riveting PI mystery today and discover the truth behind Elysse's disappearance. Are you ready for a suspenseful journey filled with intrigue and suspense? Don't miss out on this captivating read!
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      Although Zachary was a private investigator, there wasn’t usually any cloak-and-dagger involved. That was for spies, not private investigators, and even the spies he knew didn’t use that sort of thing. But his new client had insisted on absolute privacy, and Zachary understood why.

      His client had checked in at a motel under a name that was not his own, probably paying cash. Even so, the motel manager had probably taken down his license plate number so he would have a way to trace him if he trashed the room or ran up long-distance charges. If the car was a rental, that was one more hurdle to overcome to find out who the man who had asked to meet Zachary really was.

      Zachary knew who he was supposed to meet. They exchanged several emails before graduating to a phone call so that Zachary could talk to him in real-time and try to get his questions answered.

      But Zachary would not take on the case until he knew for sure that the man was who he purported to be. It would not do for a private investigator to be hoodwinked by accepting a retainer from someone who was not who he said he was. A public scandal would not be good for business. People liked to think the person they were hiring knew what he was talking about.

      Zachary parked down the street from the motel and walked in. If the new client had any shadows—reporters, law enforcement types, or rabid fans—Zachary did not want his car to be identified or targeted.

      No one seeing Zachary would give him a second look. In fact, most would avoid taking even a first look. He was on the short side and skinny, having to work to keep his weight up to the low-healthy zone. His hair was dark and buzz-cut short, the epitome of easy to care for. He usually had several days’ growth of beard, making him look scruffy and unkempt.

      People did not like being approached by a scruffy, possibly homeless man. They would cross to the other side of the street to avoid him. They would not look at him very closely and if asked to describe him, they probably wouldn’t be able to. That was how he kept his anonymity. Not with dark glasses, a hat, and a trench coat. Just social stigma.

      He watched for anyone suspicious on the street. People hanging around who didn’t belong. Sitting in their cars for more than a minute or two. Anyone who was obviously watching the motel.

      Everyone seemed to be minding their own business. No one watched Zachary’s progress as he made his way down the street, pausing occasionally by garbage cans as if he might be looking for bottles or discarded food.

      Eventually, he had reached the motel. He looked at each car in the parking lot. No one was sitting in any of them. No one smoking and studiously looking in the other direction. Nothing of any note.

      Zachary knocked on the door he had been told to, though there was no car in the parking spot assigned to that room. He’d been told to knock loudly, which seemed to contradict the client’s wish to remain unnoticed, but Zachary followed his instructions anyway.

      A curtain twitched two motel rooms down. Zachary stood still, watching it, waiting for the door in front of him to open. Instead, the door two rooms down opened, and a young man stuck his head out the door.

      “Mr. Goldman. Come down here.”

      Zachary joined him. The man shut, locked, and chained the door. He closed the blinds and pulled the curtain straight so that there was no way for anyone outside to see in. The stale air inside the motel room was tinged with a faint scent of bleach and cigarette smoke.

      The man turned to look at Zachary. He removed dark glasses, which had probably made him half-blind in the dim motel room.

      “Well, you wanted to see me face-to-face,” he told Zachary. “Are you satisfied?”

      Zachary was mildly surprised that the man was who he said he was. That he had told the truth about moving to Vermont and wanting to hire an obscure private investigator and have him investigate a case that, as far as the police were concerned, was not a crime. The file had been closed and life went on for the rest of the world. For everyone except Dain Porter and Elysse Allan.

      Zachary held his hand out to Dain Porter to shake.

      “Good to meet you, Mr. Porter.”

      “Dain. And may I call you Zachary?”

      He nodded. He always preferred that his clients call him by his first name. Mr. Goldman was just too formal.

      “Have a seat.”

      The motel room was provisioned with a small table and two straight wooden chairs, and Dain and Zachary both sat down. Dain stood again to fill a cup of coffee from the small motel room carafe. “Can I get you one?”

      “Sure.” Zachary could always use another cup of coffee.

      Dain brought both cups over to the table and sat down again. He looked around as if he thought he might have forgotten to do something else. Traffic hummed in the distance and there were occasional voices or the sounds of footsteps from the other motel rooms. Then he brought his gaze back to Zachary, studying him for a moment as if he weren’t sure he could trust him.

      “I’m not much to look at,” Zachary told him. “But you wouldn’t want me attracting attention.”

      “No,” Dain agreed. He looked at the window, confirming that no one could look in at them. This was what he had become. Someone who was hunted everywhere he went. He always had to be on the alert. Always looking over his shoulder, and in front of him, and on his flanks. He could never be sure that he hadn’t been seen and recognized.

      “I didn’t see anyone suspicious,” Zachary confirmed. “I don’t think you were followed.”

      “No. Of course not. That’s good.”

      “I appreciate you meeting with me in person. I know this is probably not what you had in mind when you first emailed me.”

      “No, that’s true. I figured I’d just be able to email you, and you would take the case.” He gave a crooked smile. “But I appreciate that you didn’t. I appreciate that you respected my privacy enough to ensure that it was actually me and not someone else using my name.”

      “I suppose I could just have verified it was you via a video chat, but with all of the technology available these days… it wouldn’t be that hard to fake a video.”

      Dain nodded. “I’ve seen some pretty convincing deepfakes. I appreciate your caution.”

      “Good. Now that I know it is you, and you know my rates…”

      Dain pulled out his phone. He tapped the screen a few times, and then Zachary’s vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out to see the notification that the e-transfer from Dain had been auto-deposited into his account.

      That was the second matter taken care of.

      “Thank you. So… why don’t you tell me exactly what you hope to get from this investigation?”

      Dain rolled his eyes. He had, of course, already told Zachary what he wanted him to investigate. He didn’t see why he should go through it all again. But Zachary wanted to be clear on exactly what Dain wanted him to find out. What he wanted Zachary to do was no small undertaking. Zachary needed to know the exact parameters and when Dain would consider the job complete. What if what Zachary discovered wasn’t what Dain had hoped to find? What if the truth were something quite different?

      “I want you to find out what happened to Elysse when she disappeared,” Dain said firmly. “What really happened, not the story she told the world.”

      “What do you think happened?”

      Dain looked away. “I don’t know. I wish I did. But the story Elysse told when she got back didn’t make any sense. It didn’t fit. She would never do something like that.”

      Zachary nodded slowly. It was easy for one partner in a relationship to be wrong about who their partner was. It happened all the time. People who thought they knew each other found themselves incompatible. Or they discovered that their partner had been pretending and wasn’t who they said they were. People kept secrets, some of them buried deep until, one day, they wouldn’t stay buried any longer.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you know?” he told Dain. “The full story from your point of view.”

      “You already know my story; it was all over the media.”

      “The media adds or omits things, gets things wrong. I want to hear it directly from you. Everything.”
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      “It’s not that complicated,” Dain sighed, raking a hand through his hair as frustration flickered across his face. “We had an argument. Elysse stomped off. It wasn’t the first time she’d done that. I knew that she would cool down, and then she would come back, we would make up, and… happily ever after.”

      “Or at least until the next fight.”

      Dain shrugged. “No relationship is perfect. People argue. Couples have different opinions. Personalities. Elysse and I are both… passionate people. We love each other. We have arguments. Sometimes yell at each other. And then it blows over. We make up… just as passionately.”

      He actually blushed.

      Zachary chuckled. “So that’s the summary, the short story. I’d like to hear more. If you want me to be able to figure out what happened, I need all the nuances, the little things that happened along the way. More about your relationship, your plans, and how they went off the rails.”

      Dain rubbed a hand over his face. “That seems like a waste of time. I know what happened when we were together; I want to know what happened when she left.”

      “How far have you gotten on that in the last six months?”

      “I’m not a private investigator,” Dain snapped. “If I was, I wouldn’t have needed to hire you. I would have just figured it all out on my own.”

      “Well, I am a private investigator and I need more information than you have given me. How did the two of you meet?”

      “Why do we need to go back that far?”

      “I need background. I need more details about your relationship. I need to start building a profile of Elysse that is not just based on her Instagram feed.”

      Dain sighed. “Remember before Instagram was a big thing? We knew each other in school. Grew up together. Small community in Oregon. She was this cute girl who attended some of the same classes as me. Back when we were both awkward and gawky, before she was a social media influencer.”

      “And you liked each other back then?”

      “Sometimes yes and sometimes no.” Dane laughed. “You know kids… boys and girls fight, don’t want anything to do with each other in the younger grades. And then you start to grow up and the hormones and social pressure take over. Then suddenly, you’re looking at each other in a totally different light.”

      “And eventually, the two of you got together.”

      Dain nodded. “We started going out together… getting more serious… going steady… then her Instagrammer life took over. Suddenly, she’s one of the most recognizable people on the planet. She has millions of followers. Everything she posts is an instant hit. What started out as being something fun ended up taking over her life. She spent every waking minute planning her next post, getting it just right, obsessively monitoring her views.”

      “That must have been hard on the relationship.”

      “It took over the relationship. Instagram became her boyfriend. I was just this guy who showed up in some of the shots. But people loved the relationship stuff. She had to post about us some of the time if she wanted to keep her views up.”

      Zachary nodded encouragingly.

      “I just… sometimes I wished we could go back to the way it was. To be able just to be boyfriend and girlfriend in a small town, this little rural place… like it was idyllic. Of course, it wasn’t really; there are always challenges. You want to do different things and have to consider each other’s feelings, and their backgrounds, and their families. But it seemed like it was a lot simpler before she became a famous influencer.’”

      “I have heard that it can be very stressful.”

      Zachary didn’t know a lot of famous social media figures, but he did know one, Brittany “the bombshell” Blake. He had misjudged her initially, thinking that she had it all made. He thought she had a life of leisure, with everyone worshiping her, and all she had to do was post a few pictures. He hadn’t realized how hard she had to work to look good, stay healthy, and make all the appearances that her fans expected. He had thought she was snobby and stuck up when she was really down to earth, thoughtful, and cared about other people. Her fans had rescued them from a dire situation, and she had also helped Zachary on another case since then.

      He wouldn’t ever judge someone by their popularity again. Being famous did not equate with a life of leisure and luxury.

      “It was incredibly stressful,” Dain agreed. “You don’t know how many times I thought about leaving. Just let Elysse live her life online, being the darling of social media, and live my life outside the spotlight, without all those expectations. Only… I love her. How could I leave her because she’s too popular? It sounds… ridiculous and shallow.”

      “I’m sure that wasn’t the reason you thought about leaving.”

      “No. Not exactly, but that was what it would look like. For the rest of my life, I would be the guy who left Elysse Allan. I would be the villain. The jerk who broke Elysse Allan’s heart.” He grimaced and looked away.

      “And what you got instead was…”

      “For five days, I was the guy who murdered Elysse Allan.”

      Dain swallowed hard. He stared at the window as if he could see it all playing out before him.

      “Everyone was so sure of themselves. I was the one who reported her missing! I was the one looking for her, insisting that the police follow up on her disappearance. But the police and everyone else made me the prime suspect. They decided that I had murdered her and dumped her body somewhere it might never be discovered.”
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      Everyone had been sure that Dain had killed his girlfriend. It had been all over social media and the TV. Everyone knew who Elysse Allan was and everyone knew that she had disappeared, had stopped posting, and had obviously been killed by her abusive boyfriend.

      Kenzie, Zachary’s girlfriend and the assistant medical examiner, had even been called out to a body dump scene that was believed to contain Elysse Allan’s remains. But it had turned out the remains were not new and had not belonged to Elysse Allan. Instead, Elysse showed up several days later alive and well as a tourist in the Grand Canyon. That was what Dain wanted investigated. How had she gotten from Vermont to the Grand Canyon? Why had Elysse gone back there when she and Dain had already toured the canyon together? Why had she disappeared from view, not posting to any of her social media sites? None of these questions had been answered satisfactorily when Elysse had reappeared.

      “Whose idea was it to go on vacation?” Zachary asked, trying to stay on track with the interview.

      “It wasn’t much of a vacation,” Dain muttered.

      “Because the two of you were fighting?”

      “Because it was no vacation. You take a vacation to get away from your work. To relax and take a breather. Reconnect with each other. This was… a tour—a production. There was nothing unscripted. No fun, no impulsive choices. She had to keep up her posting schedule. She had locations already scouted ahead of time with her social media consultant, Kristy Echols, ready for her to drop in, set up her shots, make her posts, and move on. I couldn’t stand living like that. So frenzied… no time for us. For breaks. For intimacy. It wasn’t healthy.”

      Zachary nodded. “You had already completed most of your tour. You’d started in California, gone through the Grand Canyon, toured through a lot of historic and park sites. You had a few places to see in Vermont and then were going on to New York.”

      “Yeah. Then, flying back to Oregon. We were exhausted. It had been weeks, and I gotta say, I’m just not big on road trips. Not being able to sleep soundly in hotels, trying to find clean, healthy food, the frenetic pace. I was looking forward to finishing our vacation and being able to relax. Maybe we could actually enjoy some time together. Shut off the phones for a few hours and let the world do whatever they wanted without us.”

      “What was the fight about?”

      “What they were all about. Getting off the merry-go-round. Making time for each other.”

      “It got heated?”

      Dain looked at Zachary for a moment. He was looking for a way to smooth it over, to make it look like it had just been one of those things that happens when people step on each other’s toes or are cooped up together too long. Vacations were notorious for causing bickering. People had to live too close together. It wasn’t natural not to have any space or alone time.

      But there had been cameras. Zachary had studied whatever footage he could get his hands on. He wouldn’t believe Dain if he said that it was nothing.

      “It got heated,” Dain agreed. “It had been a long trip. She was being unreasonable. Maybe I was being unreasonable in demanding that she make some time for me. We both had… tempers.”

      “Was there abuse?”

      Dain swallowed. “Verbal abuse, maybe,” he admitted. “Neither of us was being particularly nice. Things had just gone on for too long. Maybe some names were called. Swearing.”

      “Threats?” Zachary asked.

      “I would never do anything to hurt her.”

      “Were there threats made?”

      Dain tilted his head back, staring up at the ceiling. “Not serious threats.”

      Zachary waited. The smell of the coffee hung in the air.

      “Was there physical abuse?”

      “No.”

      “No one was hit?”

      “No.”

      The way Dain’s face twitched, it was clearly a lie. No need for any polygraph here. Zachary took out his phone and started tapping the screen. He glanced up at Dain, who was watching him uncertainly.

      “What are you doing?” Dain asked.

      “I’m going to return your retainer.”

      “What? No! You said you would take on the case.”

      “I should have said that we had no agreement if you lied to me. If you want me to find out what happened, you have to tell me the truth. You’re not.”

      “I didn’t hit Elysse.”

      “Did she hit you?”

      Zachary didn’t need to ask; he already knew the answer. Dain’s face was pale in the dimness of the room. He shook his head. Zachary swiped on his phone.

      “No,” Dain protested. “Don’t return it. I’ll tell you the truth.”

      “I can’t take a case where the client won’t tell me the truth.”

      Of course he’d had clients lie to him. It wasn’t unusual. People didn’t want to reveal everything. They wanted things to go a certain way and tried to manipulate the investigation. They wanted him to see them in a positive light. Or people didn’t tell him the truth because they didn’t know what it was.

      But he had to impress upon Dain the importance of telling him the truth. It was obvious he was prone to fabrication. Zachary was only getting one side of the story. If that side was a lie, there was no point in even investigating. He wasn’t going to get anywhere.

      “Okay, yes,” Dain said. “She hit me.” He swallowed. “It was just a slap. I got over it.”

      “She’d hit you before.”

      Dain looked for a way to deny it. “She was… a physical person,” he said delicately.

      Growing up in foster care, Zachary had heard a lot of excuses for abuse. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard something like that.

      “And had you hit her?”

      “No.”

      Zachary raised his brows and waited. Dain fiddled with his coffee cup, turning it in circles.

      “I think you have both hit each other on occasion,” Zachary suggested. He had seen enough of the red flags in the social media videos.

      He could see Dain considering using the “we’re both passionate people” line again. It was on his lips. Then he looked down, avoiding Zachary’s gaze.

      Shame.

      “It has happened a couple of times,” he admitted finally. Passive language, still avoiding taking responsibility for his actions. “It has happened,” rather than, “I hit her.”

      “Did you hit her that day? At any time during the day, not just during that argument?”

      “No.”

      “Not at all?”

      “No.”

      “But she hit you.”

      Dain shrugged. “Like I said, a slap. It wasn’t a closed fist. Just… for emphasis.”

      Zachary barely managed to stop himself from laughing at that. The slap was just to emphasize her point. Like an exclamation mark.

      “Okay.” Zachary decided to leave the discussion of the argument alone for now. He would come back to it again later in the investigation as the verifiable facts were established and the points that Dain had lied about or attempted to obscure became more obvious. “So the two of you had this argument and she took off. Where did she go? Which of you was driving on this vacation?”

      “It was… kind of a caravan. We were both driving and sometimes joined by cameramen, tech guys, her publicist, or whatever.”

      “You and Elysse had separate cars.”

      Dain nodded.

      That cleared up one point that had bothered Zachary from the time he had first heard the story. How had they become separated in the first place? Which one of them had driven the car and which had been stranded? He’d heard that Elysse had abandoned Dain at the gas station. But as it turned out, they had both had transportation after the fight.

      “We had a lot of equipment,” Dain explained. “And a lot of times, we needed to be in separate places. Elysse had me picking up supplies, or I had to talk to someone or set something up for her. She would be taking pictures or videos at another location. All so we could get to as many different places as possible in a short period of time.”

      Zachary could see Dain’s point about their not having any intimate time together, about it not being a vacation. It sounded like it had been planned with military precision. It had not been about the two of them having a nice time together or taking time to relax. It was just a production for Elysse’s fans. And it had been wearing.

      “So how soon after she took off was it when you started to worry about her?”

      “She missed the next three stops on her itinerary. I was concerned after the first one. It wasn’t unusual for us to argue or for her to end it by walking off. But she was always at the next location. She might not wait for me, but she would be there.”

      “So you were worried right away, with the first one she missed.”

      “Yeah. There was this maple tree farm we were supposed to go to. Maple bush. It was summer, so it wasn’t like we would see them tapping the trees, but she still wanted to see the trees and the equipment, get some pictures of the taps and the boilers and everything.”

      “That was the first place she didn’t show up?”

      “Yes. I was calling her, apologizing to the people who had been expecting her, trying to figure out where she was and why she hadn’t shown up. I never thought… I knew that she was mad at me. Figured that’s all it was. That she would show up again once she was settled down. I didn’t think…”

      “You thought she would be at the next place.”

      “Yeah, of course I did. She should have been. I couldn’t understand why she wasn’t. It didn’t usually take her that long to cool off. But there had been a couple of times before… when she was upset with me or told me that she just needed space and would go off on her own for a day or two. So it wasn’t beyond the bounds of belief…”

      “How long was it before you reported her missing?” Zachary had a pretty good idea of the timeline, but wanted Dain to confirm it, to nail down anything that was vague or where there were multiple stories to sort out.

      “That night. When she wasn’t at the campsite where we had planned to meet…”

      “Even though she had taken a day or two off before.”

      “Yeah—but she wasn’t posting! That didn’t make any sense. Before… she always kept posting. She wouldn’t just stop. It was her livelihood. She knew that neglecting her socials could be disastrous. She hadn’t posted a thing since she had left me after the fi— after the argument.”

      And that was one of the reasons that the police and everybody else had been sure that Dain had killed her. Nothing but death would stop Elysse from posting, and Dain had been the last one to see Elysse alive. The last one who had been with her before she disappeared. People had seen them together and knew that they had been fighting. As such “passionate” people, they were well-known for barn-blowing arguments.

      The fight had been the last thing anyone saw of her. So of course they had assumed that Dain had been behind her disappearance. She had never reached the maple bush. Everyone knew that something had happened to her on the way there.

      And then Elysse had reappeared five days later in the Grand Canyon. According to what she had told the reporters after her return, she had simply decided that she needed some time to herself. She and Dain had broken up before but, this time, she knew it was for good. She had apparently doubled back on their trail, going back over country they had already covered to return to the Grand Canyon. She didn’t have any good explanation as to why.

      Nothing she said made any sense.

      So why was she lying?

      To begin with, Zachary had thought that it was something Dain and Elysse had concocted together to make her even more popular. A publicity stunt. He would report her missing, and she would stretch it out for as long as she felt like she could, and then she would return, tell her story, and get twice the followers. But it appeared that she had been discovered before she had intended to be. Her eagle-eyed followers had spotted her in the Grand Canyon even though there was no reason for them to look for her there. Her face was too well-known for her to hide, even in a place as packed with tourists as the Grand Canyon.

      “Did the police do anything the day she disappeared? I wouldn’t think they would want to waste the resources, considering she was an adult and had only been ‘missing’ for a few hours.”

      “Yeah, they didn’t want to. They said she was voluntarily missing. Most adults reappear within forty-eight hours. They are almost always close by, within a few miles from where they disappeared. They said she would just show up again.” Dain shook his head. “And I was sure something terrible had happened. That if they didn’t go out and find her, she would be dead. That she might already be.”

      “So you talked them into it?” Zachary asked, impressed.

      “No.” Dain shook his head.
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      Zachary cocked his head to the side.

      Dain stood up and began pacing the cramped motel room. Zachary took it as his signal to stretch out his legs and get rid of a few fidgets as well. Zachary had jotted down some notes in his notebook but was already familiar with most of Dain’s story. Even with how little writing he had done, his fingers were cramped. He interlaced them and stretched them out, palms forward. He had a few more swallows of the coffee, which was starting to get too cold. Dain started another pot on the in-room coffee maker.

      Eventually, Dain returned to his seat.

      “The police wouldn’t listen to me. They thought I was just overreacting to her being gone and she had just taken off because she felt like it.” Dain paused, frowning, and then said as if the thought had occurred to him for the first time, “I guess they were right about that. If you believe her story.”

      “But you don’t.”

      “No. Anyway,” Dain flicked his fingers as if shaking water droplets from them. “Forget that. That was just a random thought. They wouldn’t believe me. I knew they had to open a case and start searching for her. They wouldn’t find her without a full-scale search, and they didn’t want to do that because of the cost and the fact that they didn’t believe she was really missing. Or thought that she was voluntarily missing, which is the same thing.”

      Zachary nodded, waiting for Dain to go on and finish his thought.

      “So I went to the fans,” Dain explained. “They were already all panic-posting asking what had happened to her. I told them she was missing, but the local police wouldn’t do anything about it. Told them they should start calling and emailing the police department if they wanted them to act.”

      Zachary chuckled. “And with her millions of fans, I imagine a few responded.”

      “They crashed the police department’s phone system. Locked up the exchange; no one else could get through in the entire area. Crashed their email server. People showed up at the police department in person, dozens of them, demanding that they take Elysse’s disappearance seriously. The police were begging me to make it stop. Said to let the fans know they would open an investigation immediately and to please stop calling.”

      “I’ll bet they just loved you.”

      Dain grinned, shaking his head. “I never felt so good about myself before. Never accomplished anything like that. It was incredible to see what effect posting a few words could have. So the police began the investigation. The mainstream media camped out on their doorstep. And plenty of fellow Instagrammers and other social celebs were either there or posting about it.”

      “Amazing. Did you sleep that night?”

      “No, not a chance. I was too hyped up and worried, and there was no way the cops would have let me rest after all that. To start with, I think they were only interviewing me because they wanted to show the fans that they were doing something about the case, and maybe also retaliation against me for causing them trouble… you know, taking turns interrogating me so I wouldn’t get a break. It was grueling.”

      “It sounds like it. And then, at some point, the police decided you were the primary suspect.”

      “Yeah. Probably that night. It’s always the boyfriend, right? And I was the last one to see her, and I was the one making trouble for them, trying to get attention. All suspicious activities, apparently.”

      “Did they find anything out the first day? The police didn’t release anything to the media to begin with.”

      “They didn’t tell me much about what they were doing, but they were looking for her car the first day. Calling her phone. Trying to track its location. But the GPS was disabled. They don’t have license plate scanners everywhere, especially in a place like Vermont. It’s not like New York City.”

      Dain rubbed his face, fatigued. Maybe tired from the strain of recounting the emotional experience. Maybe remembering how exhausted he had been that first night when they grilled him all through the night.

      “They were looking in New York,” Dain went on. “That’s where we were supposed to go to finish our trip, and everybody kind of figured that if she was okay, she would be moving ahead with that plan. Even if she wasn’t posting her trip anymore, she would still go on to New York because that was where we had booked our trip home from. Police were all over the place waiting to see if she checked in at the airport in New York. And keeping the crowds down, because everybody figured that was where she would go. There were thousands of fans there to catch sight of her, to be the first ones to say that yes, she was okay, and had shown up for her flight. Everything would go back to normal again.”

      “But she didn’t continue to go east. Why do you think she doubled back? Why head back to the Grand Canyon? You’d already been there, and it would have been much faster to go to New York and fly home, even if she didn’t catch the flight she had already booked.”

      Dain shook his head. “It doesn’t make any sense. I’ve looked at it every way possible. But it just doesn’t fit. We already went through the Grand Canyon and she didn’t even like it very much. She got some nice pictures, and the fans loved them, but Elysse didn’t like it. It was hot and dry, and it’s not a venue where you can just pop in and out. The trail rides and everything take a lot of time. Sitting on a mule for hours in the sun… she wasn’t really impressed with it.”

      “She said on her TV appearance that she’d wanted to see more than she did when she was with you. That you wanted to look at different things.”

      Dain shook his head irritably. “She made all the plans. There was no discussion about where I wanted to go or how I wanted to do things. It was her itinerary. I didn’t take her to a bunch of places she didn’t want to go in the Grand Canyon.”

      “So she’d already seen everything she wanted to there.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe Elysse wanted to go on a helicopter tour or a picnic or something she read about in the brochures while we were there. But I can’t believe she really wanted to go back there. Unless…” He trailed off.

      Zachary got up and refilled his coffee cup and refreshed Dain’s as well. He let the silence work on Dain.

      “Unless she wanted to hide,” Dain said. “That’s the only thing I can think of. No one would be looking for her because we’d already been there. And when we went through together, they talked about the number of people who get lost in the Grand Canyon. Some who never turned up again. But thousands disappear and then are found again. If she really wanted to stay out of sight… well, it would be one of the most likely places to try. She only resurfaced because a fan saw her and wouldn’t let it go.”

      If that hadn’t happened, how long would it have been before Elysse had reappeared?
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      Zachary thought about his closing conversation with Dain as he drove back home, taking a circuitous route to watch for any tails.

      “So you don’t believe the story Elysse gave the media on her return. What do you think really happened?”

      Dain shook his head. “I’ve thought about it, come up with all kinds of scenarios, but I don’t know if any of them make sense. I haven’t come up with anything that fits… I just know it didn’t happen the way that she said. She wouldn’t just leave and never come back. That’s not in Elysse’s makeup. I’ve known her since we were kids, and I know.”

      “You don’t think she just needed a few days to get her head on straight? Like she had done before?”

      “No. Elysse had never cut off all communication. She might not want to talk to me if we’d had a fight, but she would still talk to her family and friends and post on social media. I knew something was wrong.”

      “You think something happened to her, but she won’t discuss it.”

      Dain shook his head, lips pressed together tightly. “I just don’t know. Since she came back… she’s not the same person.”

      “In what way?”

      “It’s hard to put into words. I mean, she’s not talking to me, so I only know what I can get from mutual acquaintances. Her family or friends who will talk to me. They say she is just trying to stay out of public scrutiny. But I know that isn’t all that is going on. Something is really wrong. I wouldn’t hire a private investigator just out of ego because she won’t talk to me anymore or to prove that I was right to report her missing in the first place. I really think something happened to her… and the story isn’t over.”

      His words echoed around Zachary’s head. Something happened to her… and the story isn’t over.

      Could Dain be right? When Elysse had returned, everyone thought that was the end of it. Elysse would go back to her regular activities. Everything was resolved and back to normal. But what if it wasn’t?

      Zachary checked the time as he approached the house. The streetlights cast long shadows across the pavement. He hadn’t been sure how long he would be in the interview with Dain, so he had warned Kenzie that he might not be home when she returned from the medical examiner’s office. Unless she had ended up with a last-minute autopsy that had kept her at the office, she had probably beaten him home. But she had enough control over her schedule that she normally wouldn’t start one that late.

      He drove up in front of the house and saw that there were more lights on than he had left turned on. So Kenzie was home. Zachary looked up and down the street before getting out of the car, alert for anyone who might be watching from another vehicle. Anyone who was there that shouldn’t be.

      He was usually careful. But taking on the Elysse Allan case, he knew he had to be more cautious than ever. She had millions of fans. There was no way to keep track of them or know if people around him, even those he knew well, were followers. Would they object to him taking on the case? Would it be seen as an attack on Elysse? Not taking her at her word?

      Or would they believe that he was doing something to help her? That maybe he could bring the old Elysse back again?

      He was anxious about having taken Dain’s case. What if it led to more violence? He didn’t want to make a target of himself or those close to him.

      There didn’t seem to be anyone suspicious on the street, so Zachary eventually got out of the car, carefully locked it, armed the security system, and checked everything again.

      He looked at the house and saw Kenzie in the doorway watching him. He tore his gaze from the car and walked up the sidewalk toward her.

      “Everything is fine,” he assured her.

      Kenzie accepted a brief hug and kiss and didn’t say anything to him about his being paranoid. Most of the cuts and gouges he had sustained from a package bomb left on his doorstep were healed now, but there were still a few marks on his face, neck, and arms. They had not been caused by an overactive imagination.

      They stepped inside and Zachary re-armed the security system from the keypad at the door.

      “How was your day?” Zachary asked, keeping his tone light.

      “Pretty good. Things have slowed down, and we are getting caught up. Nothing new today.”

      “Good.” He didn’t imagine Kenzie would like it if they stopped getting bodies to process and there was nothing to do, but slowing down after the post-Christmas and New Year’s Eve rush was good.

      Kenzie had apparently just finished preparing dinner. The comforting aroma of chicken wafted through the air, mingling with toasted bread. She motioned to the table, which she had already set. Usually, that was Zachary’s job. But she hadn’t known when he would be home and had done it herself. “Good timing,” Kenzie observed. “I’m glad you got home when you did.”

      “Is this what it would be like every day if I worked an office job?” Zachary teased. “I kind of like the service.”

      “Definitely not. You would still have to help.”

      “Oh, well. That’s another dream crushed.”

      They both chuckled at this. Zachary would never have survived an office job. Having to be in an office or cubicle from nine to five every day sounded like torture. He needed the freedom to move around, to keep his own schedule and work whatever time of day he liked, to have interesting puzzles to solve, and to work with a variety of people. Working in an office environment would have him climbing the walls within days.

      “So, did you take it on?” Kenzie asked as she sat down and started dishing up green salad onto her plate. “The Elysse Allan case?”

      Zachary let out a long, slow breath. He knew she probably wouldn’t like it. He smiled and kept his voice casual and calm, trying to give her the impression that it would be an easy, routine investigation. “Yes. It shouldn’t take too long, I don’t think, and it will be profitable.” He had charged Dain his highest rate and gotten a sizable retainer. “It’s an interesting case.”

      “I’ll give you that,” Kenzie agreed. “People are wondering what actually happened to Elysse while she was missing.”

      “I’m thinking alien abduction.”

      Zachary said it with a straight face and no hint of humor in his voice. He thought he had done an outstanding job at sounding serious.

      Kenzie looked at him, startled, and shook her head. “You don’t really think that.” Her tone indicated that she was ninety percent sure that he was joking. Maybe eighty percent. Sure, but not sure. He could be experiencing new symptoms from his medications. Hallucinations. An extension of his security compulsions. A psychotic break.

      He grinned at her. “No, I’m just pulling your leg.”

      “Thank goodness for that.” Kenzie blew out her breath.

      “Everyone knows that the high concentration of quartz crystals in the Grand Canyon’s rocks creates an energy field that repels UFOs.”

      Kenzie laughed, buttering a piece of crusty bread. “You are the weirdest guy sometimes.”

      “I aim to please.”

      “I’m just not sure about you taking on the Elysse Allan case. With her being such a prominent figure in social media… trying to disprove her story is asking for trouble, isn’t it?”

      “The whole point is to help Elysse, not to vilify her on social media. I’m sure it won’t be a problem.”

      He knew he was overstating his position. He was also concerned about the potential blowback but thought it would be manageable.

      “Besides, no one will know I’m looking into it. I will keep my inquiries discreet. It isn’t like Elysse’s millions of fans are going to know I’m looking into it.”

      “You have to talk to people. It will get out.”

      “No one will be interested in some small-town private eye in Vermont investigating what really happened to Elysse Allan. I’ll be right up there with the UFO conspiracy kooks.” He smiled again, though it felt as unnatural as if he were wearing a mask. “No one is going to think anything of it. Just another Elysse Allan fan trying to get the scoop. I’m sure people are always asking questions, wanting the inside story.”

      “Then how are you going to make any inroads?”

      “I have charm.” This time, the smile came more naturally.

      Kenzie shook her head. “I don’t know how far that will get you.”

      “It got me here, didn’t it?”

      Kenzie nodded slowly. “True… although part of it was just, you know, you needing a place to sleep after a psychotic killer kicked your door in.”

      “The killer used a bump key. It was the cops who kicked the door in.”

      “Right. I wonder who you paid off to do that.”

      Zachary laughed. “It always pays for a PI to have friends in the police force.”
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      The next day was Saturday, which was normally a short day for Kenzie, so Zachary tried to arrange his schedule so that he would be able to get something constructive done on his case in the morning and then spend time with Kenzie on whatever she wanted to do in the afternoon. Then, they planned a visit to the home of Lorne Peterson and Patrick Parker on Sunday.

      Lorne was an old foster father of Zachary’s. Though he had only lived in the Peterson home for a few weeks, Lorne had given Zachary the photography bug. They had kept in touch over the years, often poring over photographs each of them had taken, enjoying Pat’s culinary accomplishments, and developing a friendship—a family relationship—stronger than any other in Zachary’s life. His chosen family.

      Zachary decided to begin his investigation with the present and move back in time. Where was Elysse now, and what was she doing? Despite what Dain had said about Elysse having changed, he suspected she would be doing exactly what she had before the period during which she had been missing. He had a feeling that maybe it was all a PR stunt. She had wanted more visibility, and she had certainly gotten it. She had been at the center of the media storm for five days. People had been sure she was dead, and there were memorial posts and lamentations everywhere.

      Dain was probably lucky he hadn’t been killed by a mob over what they thought he had done. Social media fans could be bloodthirsty and easily developed tunnel vision.

      But when he searched for Elysse Allan’s social media posts, he was surprised to find nothing recent. Other people had posted comments on her various accounts, some of them angry and some of them pleading for her to post an update, but she had posted nothing since she had disappeared from Vermont.

      Nothing during the time she had been missing. Nothing when she had reappeared in the Grand Canyon and made her TV appearance, and nothing in the months since then.

      What was she doing, then? What happened to a social media influencer when she stopped posting?

      He widened his searches to look at other social media accounts and blog platforms, and then just some general web searches to see what she was doing and what people were saying about her. The furnace hummed quietly and the TV he had left on to prevent the house from becoming too quiet droned on in the background.

      Elysse didn’t appear to be posting anywhere. Not on any of her old social media platforms. No new accounts he could find. There were some spoof accounts, but it became clear on opening them that they were not the real Elysse Allan, but someone simply posting in her name. All the verified, authentic accounts were silent.

      Posts about Elysse were varied and wide-ranging. People who claimed to know her. People with news about her, though it was unclear what was true and what was just made up. Most of it, Zachary expected, was simply made up. Anyone with actual knowledge would have posted backup. Pictures, evidence, names, something to show they knew what they were talking about.

      Where was she now? There was plenty of speculation. There were those who, despite what Zachary had said about the quartz crystal in the Grand Canyon, declared that she had, in fact, been abducted by aliens. Some believed that the Elysse who had spoken to the media was an alien or pod person herself, or that her memory had been wiped or she had been programmed to give the statement she had to the media.

      But she hadn’t made any public appearances since the press release immediately after she was discovered.

      There were suggestions that she was living with her parents again. Or that she was living with Dain or another boyfriend. The luxury home she had lived in prior to the fiasco had apparently been sold.

      Zachary remembered family members who had spoken to the media while she had been missing. Most of them, he suspected, had not been in touch with Elysse for some time. Even those whom she was supposedly close to didn’t seem to be as worried about her being missing as getting their time in the spotlight. They wiped their eyes and speculated with ghoulish glee about what might have happened to her.

      Poor Elysse. Poor, misguided, out-of-her-element, too-big-for-her-britches Elysse. It was truly tragic. But she should have known when she got involved with that element that things would not end well.

      Zachary wasn’t sure whether that element meant Dain or the Instagrammers or if there had been something truly shady going on. Maybe her family had been referring to drugs, exotic dancing, or some other slander carefully trimmed from the published footage to keep the network from being sued.

      Zachary did some general searches and started assembling a background portfolio for Elysse. He should have gotten some of this information from Dain, but perhaps it was better that he dug it out and consulted other sources and didn’t rely on Dain too much anyway. He was young and unreliable and had already shown that he would lie if confronted with something he would rather not reveal.

      Zachary had assumed by all the sun-kissed pictures of Elysse, Dain, or Elysse and Dain together that they had come from California. Instead, they were apparently from Oregon, which didn’t get nearly the same number of hours of sunshine as the California coast.

      And not just Oregon, but a small town near Grand Rapids that showed up on a Google search as being one of the poorest zip codes in the state. Elysse had grown up in poverty. The rise to being one of the most famous social media influencers in the country would have been twice the shock. How would someone who had grown up in that kind of squalor feel when sudden success had lifted her out of obscurity?

      Had it been too much for her? Had the money and fame been too much for her to handle? Even without the stresses of a “passionate” relationship, she had been turned into something that must have been totally foreign to her.

      Was that what she had been running away from six months ago?

      And what she was running away from now?
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      Even though Kenzie’s house had become Zachary’s permanent residence, visiting the Petersons always felt like going home. Zachary had never lived with the two of them. He had lived with Mr. Peterson and his former wife for only a few weeks around his eleventh birthday. He had kept returning there for visits or to develop his latest pictures in Mr. Peterson’s darkroom until Lorne and Lilith had eventually separated and divorced. It had not been an amicable breakup. Mrs. Peterson’s discovery of her husband’s preferences had apparently been quite a shock.

      After the breakup, Mr. Peterson had lived on his own for some time before he and Pat had gotten a place of their own. The “roommates” had kept their relationship low-key and even now were not demonstrative in public. They had been together more than twenty years and Pat had become a fixture in Zachary’s life as well; a broad-shouldered, nurturing man who seemed to succeed at whatever new projects he tackled.

      Zachary stepped into the warm, fragrant house, a smile coming to his face, genuinely happy to be there. He and Kenzie hugged Lorne and sat down in the living room to chat while Pat put the finishing touches on something cheesy and comforting in the oven. Zachary’s nose twitched like a rabbit’s at the smell of garlic and toasting bread. He drank in the scent and sighed.

      “So what are you working on?” Lorne asked Zachary, switching from his shallow discussion with Kenzie about her work in the medical examiner’s office to Zachary. He didn’t have the same appreciation for autopsy talk as Zachary.

      “You remember Elysse Allan?” Zachary asked, “The young woman who disappeared for a week and showed up later in the Grand Canyon?”

      “Sure, of course,” Mr. Peterson nodded. His round face was wreathed in smiles, fringed with short, white hair. Somehow, he kept getting older when Zachary wasn’t looking. “What about her?” His face grew serious. “She hasn’t been hurt, has she?”

      “No. No, nothing like that. But Elysse’s boyfriend—her ex-boyfriend—doesn’t believe her story about what happened while she was missing, and he wants me to see what I can find out about what really happened to her.”

      “He doesn’t believe what, exactly?”

      “He doesn’t believe she just decided to go back to the Grand Canyon. Which, you must admit, was a pretty bizarre thing to do. He thinks something else was going on, and he wants to know what that was.”

      “Something else like what?”

      “He hasn’t put it into so many words, But I think he suspects that she was coerced into doing what she did. Someone forced her or maybe even kidnapped her.”

      “What evidence does he have of that?” Kenzie demanded, her voice rising as if outraged by the thought.

      Zachary hesitated, considering her reaction. Was Kenzie angry because a woman’s story had been deemed untrustworthy by a man? Or was it the idea of an abduction? Kenzie was struggling with the trauma caused by her own abduction a year earlier. Zachary knew it colored the way she thought about other crimes, the way she had felt about Christmas this year, and the way she interacted with her father and even Zachary.

      “I think it is more Dain’s gut feeling than anything concrete,” he told Kenzie slowly, feeling his way through the explanation. “I think that the way she changed following her disappearance worries him and has him convinced that it was not as simple as her just driving back to the Grand Canyon for some sightseeing. Sightseeing at a venue they had been to just a week or two before.”

      “Well, that’s strange behavior, but it isn’t proof that she was lying about what happened to her.”

      “No,” Zachary agreed. “Dain doesn’t have proof of anything. That’s why he asked me if I would investigate it. He is looking for some evidence of what happened to her. He’s worried about her.”

      “Then he should focus on his relationship with her, rather than assuming she is lying and hiring someone else to prove it.”

      Zachary nodded slightly. “Of course. But he can’t work on his relationship with her. She broke up with him before disappearing. She won’t answer phone calls, texts, or messages. She’s completely cut him off.”

      Kenzie nodded knowingly. “And you don’t wonder what he might have done to deserve that kind of treatment? Why is she treating him like a stalker? Why is he acting like one?”

      Zachary shifted uncomfortably. “I can’t answer any of those questions yet. I need to talk to Elysse. If she tells me that he’s stalking her and harassing her—that will change the way I deal with this case.”

      “How you’ll deal with it?” Kenzie echoed, “You wouldn’t just drop it?”

      “I don’t know yet. Maybe getting Dain the information he is looking for will ease his anxiety, and he will back off. Maybe he needs professional help. I don’t know.”

      “It would be one thing if she was the one who hired you to find out what happened to her,” Kenzie said, “but the boyfriend hiring you? The ex-boyfriend? I just don’t trust him. He should leave her alone. It doesn’t have anything to do with him.”

      “It has everything to do with him,” Zachary countered. “It affected him too. People thought that he had killed her. He was branded a murderer, and the people who don’t believe she is really alive still think that. He can’t just go about his business as usual. He is recognizable. People are following him, attacking him, harassing him. Her story doesn’t clear him from wrongdoing. The people who think this was all just a PR stunt believe he was in on it. They think he whipped the fans into a frenzy
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