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Dedicated, with love, to Karen




Historian’s Note

This story takes place in 2268 (CE) in the third year of the U.S.S. Enterprise mission, after the starship’s response to a distress call from a colony on Beta XII-A (“Day of the Dove”).

And in 2292 after the collapse of the Klingon Empire and the Romulan Star Empire alliance, and just prior to the explosion of the Klingon moon, Praxis (Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country).

And in 2024.

All because of a missing woman.




Chapter One

2024

“Almost forty years ago, in May of 1986, Doctor Gillian Taylor, a prominent marine biologist specializing in the care and study of whales, stormed away from her dream job at the Maritime Cetacean Institute in Sausalito, California… and was never seen or heard from again. What became of Gillian Taylor? Did she meet with foul play or is she still alive somewhere? Where did she go? Who did she become, after seemingly vanishing off the face of the Earth? And can we all, working together, answer these questions at last?

“Welcome to Cetacean, a new investigative podcast series. I’m your host, Melinda Silver, and for the next several weeks we’ll be digging into a baffling missing-persons case that has been as cold as the ocean depths for decades. We’ll be reviewing the evidence, conducting new interviews, and, with any luck, getting fresh tips from our listeners so that we can crowd-source this investigation… and finally discover whatever happened to Gillian Taylor.”



Melinda clicked off the audio file on her phone, which she had recorded back at her apartment in the Mission District. Getting there, she thought, although she still wasn’t one hundred percent happy with the intro. Was the “cold as the ocean depths” bit evocative or trying too hard? She had a lot riding on this new series, following the phenomenal success of her previous podcast, so she wanted to get every detail just right; there was a lot of competition out there on the true-crime front. Maybe she should tweak the script some more, tighten it up a bit, perhaps have Dennis blend in some poignant whale song in the background? That could be a nice touch.

The Cetacean Institute was a multilevel complex stretching along the shore of San Francisco Bay. A salt breeze rustled Melinda’s bobbed, bubble-gum-pink hair, and she brushed a few stray bangs away from her eyes. She sat at a patio table near the snack bar, in an outdoor plaza overlooking an enormous saltwater tank used for the rehabilitation of beached and injured whales. Currently unoccupied by any large aquatic mammals, it housed a colorful assortment of sea life for the benefit of visitors. The institute was closed on Mondays, so the snack bar was shuttered; she and Dennis pretty much had the plaza to themselves. Sunlight glinted off the wavelets rippling across the surface of the tank. Gulls squawked overhead. From what Melinda could tell, based on her research, things hadn’t changed much since Gillian had worked at the institute way back in the eighties, decades before Melinda was even born. Had Gillian once sat here as well, enjoying the breeze, listening to the gulls?

She replayed the intro again, trying to hear it with fresh ears.

“What do you think?” she asked Dennis, who was setting up for today’s interview, fiddling with the settings on their pricy portable recorder. “Too long? Too short? Not grabby enough?”

“Works for me,” he said distractedly. Tall and lanky, with messy blond hair and a scruffy almost-beard, Dennis Berry was more intent on making sure they got a high-quality recording despite the outdoor setting. The pockets of his rumpled army-surplus jacket were stuffed with everything they might need, from batteries to cables, and plenty of stuff they wouldn’t. “Anyway, the creative stuff is your department.”

“True,” she conceded. He was the techie and research guy; she was the storyteller who had to craft the messiness of a real-life investigation into a serialized narrative compelling enough to get listeners to hit the Subscribe button. “But I can always use a sounding board.”

Their last podcast, Cascade, had concerned a 1990s newlywed bride who had disappeared mysteriously while honeymooning in Niagara Falls. (How retro was that?) In searching for a suitable topic for their next series, Melinda had been looking for something closer to home, that wouldn’t involve too much traveling but still had a distinctive hook—like maybe an environmental angle concerning whales? She had vague memories of visiting the Cetacean Institute as a kid, on some long-ago summer vacation, so she’d been thrilled to discover that there was a genuine missing-persons mystery in its past. It had felt like fate.

“Don’t mention sounds bouncing off things while I’m setting up. You’ll jinx us.” He looked up from the hardware, gazing past her. “Anyway, looks like our eyewitness is here.”

She turned to see an old white guy in a business suit approaching them. A rush of anticipation quickened her pulse as she cleared her brain to go into interview mode. Smiling, she waved at Doctor Robert Briggs, former director of the institute.

And the last person to lay eyes on Gillian before she vanished.

“Ms. Silver?” Briggs was in his seventies now, with a receding hairline. An ID badge accessorized his neatly pressed suit and tie. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m afraid I’m not as spry as I used to be.”

“No problem,” she said, assuming her most ingratiating tone. A long-sleeved concert T-shirt and jeans made her feel underdressed compared to him. Her petite frame conveyed an unintimidating presence, which was often an asset in putting interviewees at ease. “We appreciate you taking the time to meet with us, Doctor Briggs.”

“Please, call me Bob. No need to stand on ceremony. So nice to finally meet you in person; at my age, one doesn’t often receive an invitation from such a lovely young woman.”

Ick, she thought, but kept her eyes unrolled. “Bob it is, then.”

He sat down across from her. “You have any trouble getting in?”

“Not at all. The guy at the gate understood that we were expected. Thanks again for arranging that in advance.”

She could have conducted the interview remotely, of course, but in her experience nothing topped the immediacy of an actual face-to-face interview. And to do so at the very location where Gillian worked and was last seen? The goose bumps that gave Melinda were more than worth the extra effort required to meet him on-site.

“My pleasure. I may have retired several years ago, but I like to think I still have some pull around here.”

“Obviously.”

She’d already gotten a self-important vibe from Briggs in the calls and emails setting up this interview, but she could work with that. Older dudes who liked the sound of their own voice usually required little prompting to get talking. She could always edit out any hot air or excess mansplaining later.

“Oh, this is my coproducer, Dennis Berry,” she said. “He’ll be looking after the technical side of things so I can give your story my undivided attention.”

Dennis, who was not exactly outgoing, mumbled a greeting as he clipped a wireless mic to Briggs’s lapel and ran a few sound checks. Melinda’s own mic, a quality dynamic model on a stand, was already set up on the table. Matching bottles of water were on hand as antidotes to dry mouth. Melinda took a deep gulp in preparation.

“Looks like we’re all set. Shall we get down to it?”

“Might as well.” Briggs braced himself. “You want to know about Gillian.”

“That’s why we’re here.” She eased in gently, conscious that this might be a painful subject. “Tell me about her.”

“She was a remarkable person, extremely committed to our work here. Dedicated, motivated, knowledgeable, with a genuine passion for marine biology in general and whales in particular. She cared deeply about educating the public, as well as for looking after the whales in her care.”

“George and Gracie. A pair of rescued humpback whales.”

Briggs nodded. “You’ve done your homework, young lady.”

Imagine that, she thought. According to her research, Gillian had gone missing the very same day that George and Gracie were released from the institute and returned to the sea. That peculiar coincidence, if it was a coincidence, was one of the things that had leaped out at Melinda when she’d first started looking into Gillian’s disappearance as a possible subject for her next true-crime podcast. The ecological angle would add an extra subtext to the mystery, making it more than just another missing-persons case. Melinda liked the idea of working an environmental message into the series; no reason she couldn’t do a little good while also chasing listeners and ad revenue.

“I gather she was quite attached to those particular whales?”

“Very. Perhaps too much so.”

“How so?”

“As I mentioned, Gillian was nothing if not passionate when it came to her whales. If we’re being honest, this could sometimes compromise her professional detachment. She could be quite opinionated, emotional even.” He smiled ruefully. “Let’s just say she was not afraid to speak her mind.”

Good for her, Melinda thought. But had that come at a cost, maybe even played a factor in her eventual disappearance? Speaking up too loudly and too often could get a person branded as “difficult”—and perhaps even as a problem to be disposed of? Or am I getting ahead of myself?

“About the whales, they were released the same day Gillian vanished, correct?”

“That’s right.” A pained expression came over his face. “We lost them both on the same day.”

“Tell me about it, the last time you saw Gillian.”

He paused to take a sip of water, apparently needing a moment before going there. “You have to understand, this part is difficult to talk about.”

“I can imagine. I just want to understand what happened, in your own words.” She treaded lightly, not wanting him to have second thoughts about doing the interview. “I understand there was some… drama… surrounding the whales’ departure?”

News coverage at the time, along with the initial police reports, which she had carefully reviewed in preparation, had alluded to a heated argument between Briggs and Gillian right before she stormed off, witnessed by a few coworkers and passersby.

“We did not part on the best of terms,” he admitted. “She was already heartbroken about her beloved whales being released, putting them at risk from whalers, so I made the executive decision to quietly have the whales removed the night before they were officially scheduled to be released, after Gillian had already left for the day. I did this partly to avoid a media circus, but also because I honestly thought it would be easier on her if she wasn’t there when they left. Or maybe I just wanted to spare myself an awkward emotional scene.” He sighed, looking downcast. “In hindsight, that might not have been the right call.”

You think? Melinda thought. “And Gillian’s reaction, when she discovered the whales were gone?”

“She was furious at not being allowed to say goodbye to George and Gracie. She railed at me, even slapped me hard across the face.” His hand went to his cheek, as though reliving the sting of that slap. “But I swear, when she stormed off in a huff, it never occurred to me for a moment that I’d never see her again. Even when she didn’t show up for work the next day, I figured she just needed some time to get over it. At worst, I feared that she might tender her resignation.” He shook his head sadly. “But then days went by, my calls went unanswered… and the police found her truck abandoned by the park.”

Melinda nodded. She would be looking into that ominous discovery soon.

“What do you think happened to her?”

“No idea! Even if she was fed up with me, this place… why abandon her entire life and career? It baffled me then. Baffles me now.”

It didn’t make sense to Melinda either, which was what made the mystery so intriguing. “Did she have any enemies?”

“Not that I knew of,” Briggs said. “Police asked me the same thing back in ’86.”

“No jealous ex? Obsessed stalker? Disgruntled coworker?”

“Honestly, I never got the impression she had much of a social life. She was all about her work… and her whales.”

A crazy idea occurred to Melinda. “You don’t think she took off looking for George and Gracie, do you?”

“Unlikely. They were airlifted to Alaska in a 747, then dropped off in the Bering Sea, a long way from here. And even if she somehow made her way there, what could she expect to do if she found them? These weren’t homeless cats or dogs she could adopt. They were massive aquatic mammals weighing more than forty tons. She couldn’t rescue them even if she had been able to track them down via the transmitters.”

“Transmitters?” That hadn’t been mentioned in the reports on Gillian’s disappearance.

“Both whales were tagged with radio transmitters so we could track their movements. Or at least that was the plan. As it happened, we lost their signals within hours of them being returned to the sea.”

“The same day you last saw Gillian?”

Briggs nodded. “An ironic coincidence.”

Was it? Melinda wondered. “How come you lost the signals?”

“Who knows? Possibly the tracking devices failed. Or, sadly, George and Gracie could have quickly fallen victim to whalers. Or possibly killed by a random boat strike. Believe it or not, more whales are actually killed by boat strikes these days than by whaling, although that wasn’t necessarily the case back in the eighties.”

Melinda made a mental note to read up on the subject. That Gillian’s whales had not just been released but had also dropped off the radar the same day she had was a tantalizing new revelation. I can make hay with that, maybe.

The rest of the interview offered little she didn’t already know. Briggs sang Gillian’s praises while expressing total confusion as to what happened to her. She couldn’t help feeling sorry for him; he was obviously still troubled by what went down between him and Gillian decades ago.

“Well, thanks again for speaking with us,” she said, wrapping things up. “Please let me know if you think of anything else that might be relevant to our investigation.”

“Certainly. And I’d appreciate knowing if you come up with anything concerning Gillian’s disappearance. I’ve spent almost four decades now wondering what happened to her, whether there was something I could have said or done differently that might have changed things. I could use some answers after all this time.”

You and me both, Melinda thought.




Chapter Two

2268

“One of the passengers insists on speaking with you, Skipper.”

Captain Jerry Yamada was at the helm of the S.S. Chinook, a commercial transport three solar days out from Planet G, when his chief purser, Violet Achebe, visited the bridge to deliver a request from one of the forty or so travelers who had booked passage on the ship. The compact, utilitarian bridge was manned only by Yamada and his first mate. A viewscreen depicted a clear stretch of interstellar space.

“Their accommodations not to their liking? Or the meal service?” Yamada asked with a sigh, wondering what kind of deluxe treatment this particular passenger was demanding. “Can’t you handle this?”

It wasn’t that he couldn’t spare a moment to step away from the helm. This was a routine five-day run ferrying an assortment of civilians of various species to Cibonor Prime, out near the border of Federation space. Nothing his copilot or even the autonav systems couldn’t manage. Chinook had made this run countless times before, following a well-established route known to be free of any lurking singularities, plasma storms, or Orion pirates. Yamada simply wasn’t in a hurry to be groused at by some dissatisfied customer who didn’t find the modest transport up to their exalted standards. What had they expected, a Constitution-class starship?

“I tried, Skipper, but he insists on speaking with you directly. Claims it’s a matter of vital importance that must be dealt with at once. His words, not mine.”

“Understood.” He knew that Achebe had surely done her best to placate the unhappy passenger; as head of the cabin crew, she had always excelled at customer relations. He rose reluctantly from his seat, girding himself for the onerous chore ahead. He straightened his custom white uniform with braided gold epaulets, slicked back his thinning brown hair, and put on his captain’s hat. “So which of our current guests is giving you trouble?”

“Pierre Fortier, the traveling salesman.”

The captain nodded. He prided himself on familiarizing himself with the passenger list on each run. Fortier was a nondescript humanoid of terrestrial descent traveling alone on business. As Yamada recalled, the man was a merchant or sales rep peddling a variety of exotic tonics and elixirs of questionable provenance; in short, a modern-day snake-oil salesman plying his trade on frontier colonies and settlements on the fringes of the Federation. Harmless enough, by all appearances, but apparently making a pain of himself at the moment.

“Very well. Let’s see what’s bothering him.” He turned to his first mate. “Miguel, you have the helm.”

“Aye, sir.”

Yamada found Fortier waiting in the starview lounge, where the salesman was sharing a table with a few other passengers. Surveying the scene as a matter of course, the captain saw nothing amiss, just a cross section of ordinary people socializing with their fellow travelers: having cocktails, munching on snacks from the food dispensers, playing cards or chess or kal-toh, or maybe even chatting up an attractive stranger. Midvoyage, Chinook was still a few days away from Cibonor Prime, so folks were looking to pass the time as painlessly as possible. Picture viewports offered a panoramic view of distant stars and nebulae streaking past at warp speed. Caitian torch songs purred in the background. Artificial translators facilitated conversation. Everyone appeared in good spirits, except perhaps Fortier.

“You asked to see me, Mister Fortier?” Yamada addressed the man in a polite and professional manner; it was possible after all that Fortier had a legitimate grievance of some sort, although why it might require the captain’s personal attention remained a mystery. His crew were perfectly capable of sorting out most difficulties on their own.

“Ah, Captain, thanks so much for joining us.” Fortier didn’t seem particularly cranky; if anything, he seemed inordinately pleased by Yamada’s prompt arrival. He was a slight, unprepossessing fellow with limp black hair, somewhat protuberant blue eyes, a cheap suit, white gloves, and a rather oily demeanor. He smiled ingratiatingly at the captain and gestured at an empty seat across from him. “Please make yourself comfortable.”

“I’m a busy man, Mister Fortier,” Yamada said, not entirely accurately. He remained standing to avoid giving the impression that he was at any passenger’s beck and call. “Perhaps you can tell me what this is all about? Unless you’d rather discuss this privately?”

“No, no, I prefer an audience.” He nodded at the vacant chair, then shrugged as the captain declined the invitation once more. “No? Very well then. Tell me, Captain, what do you know of Horta acid?”

“Excuse me?”

The seeming non sequitur perplexed Yamada, who’d been anticipating some mundane complaint about the man’s luggage, fees, cabin, or a perceived slight from an insufficiently attentive crew member.

“Horta acid,” Fortier repeated. “The remarkably corrosive chemical secreted by the Hortas, which allows them to tunnel through solid rock as easily as we pass through empty air. You are familiar with the species?”

“To a degree.” Yamada recognized the name as belonging to an exotic new sentient life-form that had recently been discovered on a remote mining planet; after some initial misunderstandings and conflict, the Hortas had formed a working relationship with the humans prospecting beneath the planet’s surface for precious ores, to the benefit of both. “But I fail to see what relevance that might have to your stay on this ship.”

“Patience, Captain. Believe me, you want to hear what I have to say.”

Yamada frowned. “If this is a sales pitch—”

“Nothing of the sort,” Fortier said, all innocence. “Anyway, Horta acid is quite fascinating, with a variety of potential applications, as I was just explaining to the esteemed professor here.”

He indicated the woman on his left: a middle-aged woman, perhaps pushing fifty, whose bluish complexion and snow-white hair suggested that she was part Andorian, as did her two small, stubby antennae. She was neatly but sensibly attired. Searching his memory, Yamada placed her as Doctor Taya Hamparian, a scientist on her way to an academic conference on Cibonor Prime. He hadn’t spent much time getting to know her, leaving that to Achebe and her crew, but he’d gathered that she was fairly celebrated in her field, whatever that was.

“From what I’ve heard,” she said, “the Hortas are indeed a unique species, given that their body chemistry is based on silicon rather than iron. Their discovery caused quite a stir in xenobiology circles, I can tell you that. Federation science is just beginning to scratch the surface of what we might learn from them about the myriad forms life can take throughout the galaxy.”

“I have no doubt,” Yamada said, “but unless there’s reason for me to be here, I’ll leave you two to discuss this topic on your own. I have ship’s business to attend to.” He smiled courteously at Hamparian, who bore no responsibility for dragging him from the bridge. “If you’ll forgive me, Doctor.”

“But this is ship’s business, Captain,” Fortier insisted, “as I’ll now demonstrate.”

To Yamada’s surprise, the other man peeled off the glove on his right hand to reveal a gleaming metal prosthetic of fairly sophisticated design, complete with a small, blinking control panel embedded in the underside of its wrist. The captain couldn’t remember if the man’s artificial hand was listed on his travel visas, not that this would have affected his passenger status in any way. Over the years, Chinook had transported any number of travelers with various special needs or conditions; this was hardly the first prosthetic limb or implant Yamada had encountered in his voyages.

“Alas,” Fortier explained, “I lost the hand I was born with due to an unfortunate misunderstanding with an Orion gambler who accused me of cheating him, but its replacement is ever so versatile.”

He twisted off the tip of a metallic index finger to reveal a small nozzle hidden beneath it. He pointed the finger at the tabletop, rather like a child playing at shooting a phaser pistol, and squirted a short stream of orangish fluid onto the table.

“Ye gods!” the captain exclaimed, alarmed given Fortier’s talk of Horta acid; to his relief, however, the minuscule spurt of fluid merely puddled atop the spill-proof plastene tablecloth, forming a small pool about the size of a quarter. (The Chinook had once hosted a long-winded Venusian numismatist who had bent the captain’s ear at length about archaic American currency.) “What the tox is that?”

“Horta acid, of course, but in its inactive form. A Horta does not always burn through everything it touches; it can control its corrosiveness at will. A natural catalyst, rather like a hormone, is required to activate the acid… like this.”

Before anyone could stop him, he pressed a control on his wrist. A few drops of a different solution spurted from his finger, joining the puddle on the table, which immediately sizzled and steamed as the fluid burned through the table and rained down on the carpeted floor below. A harsh, acidic odor assailed Yamada’s nostrils. Hamparian gasped out loud.

“Blast it, Fortier!” The captain hastily peeked beneath the table, where he saw, through a hole in the carpet, a badly scorched ceramic tile. “That’s willful vandalism. The repair costs will be added to your fare, along with the appropriate fines for knowingly bringing hazardous materials aboard this ship. Any such cargo needed to be reported upon boarding!”

The destructive chemistry experiment, as well as Yamada’s indignant tone, caught the attention of Fortier’s other companions at the table, a somewhat tipsy couple who had been preoccupied with chatting each other up until then. They gaped in surprise at the aftermath of the demonstration, even as the acrid white fumes dissipated into the filtered atmosphere of the lounge, where the remainder of those present appeared largely oblivious to the increasing tension at the table. The lounge’s piped-in music interfered with eavesdropping.

“Ah, but that’s precisely the point I was trying to make, Captain. These two substances are not hazardous in themselves, only when combined. They are also quite new to modern science, which is doubtless why they evaded the fairly rudimentary security scanners all passengers and their possessions were subjected to before boarding.” Fortier grinned slyly. “That and the fact that, being as the Horta are uniquely silicon based, their secretions won’t even register as biological materials, contraband or otherwise, on any standard scans.”

Yamada felt a sinking feeling, his earlier annoyance and indignation giving way to a genuine sense of foreboding. Fortier was practically bragging about smuggling a dangerous organic substance past Chinook’s security procedures. Why would he do that—unless this was the prelude to some darker purpose?

“But how in the cosmos did you even get your hands on a sample of Horta acid?” Hamparian asked. “I’ve only read about it in scientific journals.”

“A trade secret, Professor.” Fortier waved away her query. “What matters are its applications.” He once again indicated the empty chair. “You really should sit down for this next part, Captain. I strongly advise it.”

“Hey there, what’s this all about?” the other man at the table asked, rather late to the party. He was a travel writer touring the sector, name of Nestrom; extravagantly lobed ears betrayed Tiburonian roots. “Is there a problem here?”

“What’s a Horta?” his companion asked. Kybra Larrol was a youngish widow from Argelius II, apparently getting on with her life.

“Sit tight and all will be made clear, my friends.” Fortier waited until the captain grudgingly sat down at the table, just to hasten things along. “Where were we? Oh yes, applications. Imagine, for example, if a bulb containing sufficient amounts of both chemicals, separated by only a thin barrier, was discreetly and inconspicuously placed in proximity to a baffle plate in this ship’s energy pile, perhaps late at night during the graveyard shift when most crew and passengers are abed and only a skeleton crew is minding the store?”

A chill ran down Yamada’s spine. “That’s a disturbingly specific example.”

“But very apropos.” Fortier indicated the control panel blinking on his mechanical wrist. “Now imagine if that barrier is on a timer, programmed to self-destruct after a certain interval, unless the timer is reset remotely via a signal from my hand, causing the two chemicals to combine, thereby activating the acid… need I elaborate?”

Yamada stared at the hole in the table, which was still sizzling around its edges. If enough Horta acid dissolved one of the plates regulating the matter-antimatter reaction, the entire warp core could explode in an instant, taking Chinook with it, along with every living soul aboard, reduced to atoms by a white-hot blast.

“Heaven help us,” Hamparian whispered, getting it as well. The previously distracted couple appeared equally alarmed. They peered anxiously at the captain, looking to him for reassurance. Nestrom gripped Larrol’s hand.

“But… you would be destroyed as well,” Yamada pointed out.

“Theoretically, yes, but I can’t imagine you would risk your ship, your crew, and all the innocent travelers in your care just to test my resolve. And just so you know, Captain, that would not end well for any of us.” Fortier paused to let that ominous advice sink in before continuing. “Let me spell it out before you waste any precious time trying to think your way out of this dilemma. The acid bulb is real, it is in place, and any attempt to tamper with it will trigger its activation. Nor would I advise attempting to shut down the warp engine.” He indicated the stars streaking past the viewing windows. “I’m quite capable of triggering the bulb remotely at the first indication that you are trying to ingeniously circumvent my plans. Do you understand me, Captain?”

Loud and clear, Yamada thought. “This is a spacejacking.”

Nestrom started to get up from the table. He tugged on his companion’s arm. “C’mon, Kybra, we’re getting out of here.”

“Please stay where you are,” Fortier said, his eyes and tone at odds with his affable smile. A flesh-and-blood finger hovered over the control pad at his wrist. “I insist.”

Swallowing hard, Nestrom sat back down. He and Larrol grasped each other’s hands as though clinging to a tether during a spacewalk. She drank deeply from a full glass of wine.

“Relax,” Fortier assured them. “You have nothing to worry about. The good captain is not going to allow any harm to come to you. Are you, Captain?”

He has me there. Yamada was acutely aware of all the passengers in his charge; not just those present in the lounge, a few of whom were perhaps starting to pick up on some sort of issue at the table, sending curious and/or worried looks in his direction, but also the ones currently in their cabins or enjoying Chinook’s other recreational facilities. Their faces, names, and stories flooded his mind: the elderly couple on the way to meet their first grandchild, a high-school swim team traveling to compete in a sector tournament, a few other scientists and academics heading for the same conference Doctor Hamparian was attending, a quartet of Andorian newlyweds who had barely emerged from the ship’s honeymoon suite, and so many other unsuspecting souls, all counting on him to convey them safely to their destinations.

“What are your demands?”

Fortier beamed at him. “I knew you would be reasonable about this.” His organic hand reached inside his jacket and extracted a microtape, which he handed to Yamada. “This tape contains the coordinates for a specific location outside Federation space. I’m afraid you need to make a slight detour from our planned course.” He shrugged. “My apologies for the inconvenience.”

Inconvenience was the understatement of the century; this was terrorism pure and simple. Yamada kept his voice and anger tightly under control to avoid panicking his passengers.

“Why are you doing this? What’s going to happen to us once we reach that location?”

That sector of space bordered the Neutral Zone of Klingon space. In theory, both the Federation and the Empire did not encroach on that buffer zone, but could they count on the Klingons to abide by those terms once Chinook was beyond the Federation’s borders? Trusting Klingons to restrain themselves was seldom a safe bet.

“Nothing untoward will befall you,” Fortier promised. “You’ll drop me off and continue on your way, having fallen only a day or so behind schedule.” He glanced around the lounge at the other passengers, more and more of whom were starting to watch and whisper about whatever drama was playing out at the table. “In the meantime, Captain, I don’t presume to tell you how to do your job, but perhaps it would be best to confine the rest of the passengers to their cabins for the time being?”

Yamada would have preferred to clap Fortier in irons, or, better yet, beam him out into the void, but his hands were tied. His jaw was clenched so tight he had to spit out his response.

“Anything else?”

“That’s all for now. I’ll have more instructions once we arrive at the designated coordinates. Do as I say and this ship will arrive safely at Cibonor Prime, albeit somewhat tardily.”

Yamada wished he could trust him.

“Can we go now?” Larrol asked anxiously. “Back to our cabins, like you said?”

“Be my guest.” Fortier waved bye-bye at them as they scurried from the table, taking an open bottle of Château Picard with them. “Thanks for being so obliging.”

Hamparian started to rise as well. “I guess I’ll be leaving too.”

“Not you, Professor.”

She froze, her face turning a paler shade of blue. “I don’t understand. I’m just a bystander here. This is between you and the captain.”

“I’d rather you stay to keep me company, as well as to discourage any ill-advised heroics. Please remain seated.”

“Blast it, Fortier!” the captain said, seething. “You don’t need a hostage. You already have this entire ship at your mercy.”

“Indulge me, Captain. By my estimate, our new destination is roughly thirteen hours away. Time enough for you and your crew to hatch some reckless scheme to take back your ship. I like to think I’ve anticipated every countermeasure you might employ, but I’m not going to make the mistake of underestimating you… or believing myself infallible. Hence, an auxiliary plan to ensure your cooperation.” He pointed the nozzle on his index finger at the frightened scientist, who gripped the edge of the table with both hands as though to keep herself from bolting in panic. “My hand still holds an adequate supply of Horta juices. I doubt anyone wants me to dissolve all or part of the professor, particularly when I’m offering you a much less messy alternative in which no one gets harmed.”

Hamparian gasped once more. “You wouldn’t… not really!”

“That’s entirely up to the captain.” He smirked at Yamada. “Well, what do you say?”

Yamada kept his voice down to a low growl, even as he tried not to imagine what the powerful acid could to do to flesh and bone. Hadn’t he heard something about a Horta burning some human miners alive before the Hortas and humans found a way to coexist?

“What kind of fiend are you?”

“Irrelevant. The question is: What kind of man are you? And are you willing to risk all our lives to obstruct me?” He kept his finger pointed at Hamparian like a phaser set on kill. “I thank you for your time, Captain, but I believe you have business on the bridge? Some urgent course corrections, perhaps?”



“All right, Fortier. We’ve taken your blasted detour. What now?”

Thirteen point four hours at warp six had brought them to the outskirts of an unclaimed system smack-dab between Federation and Klingon space, as laid down by the latest round of border negotiations. Yamada, who was feeling every one of those thirteen hours, was more than ready to get on with whatever Fortier had planned and get the slimy spacejacker off Chinook as soon as possible, at which point he intended to race back to the Federation at top speed—assuming Fortier didn’t have any more unpleasant surprises in store.

“Excellent, Captain. We’ve made good time.”

Fortier remained camped out in the now-emptied lounge alongside his unwilling companion, Doctor Hamparian. He appeared in good spirits, albeit in need of a shave and a shower, while she appeared understandably wan. Cups of black coffee, frequently refilled, resided on the table before them, along with the residue of assorted meals from the ship’s galley. Fortier had eaten heartily throughout the crisis; to her credit, Hamparian had managed to down some food as well, if only to maintain her strength. Yamada admired her courage and grace under severe pressure. She was holding up better than might be expected. He couldn’t imagine that the middle-aged scientist had ever been taken hostage by a spacejacker before.

“Is that it then?” she asked, the strain of her ordeal audible in her voice. Her stubby, rudimentary antennae drooped like wilting flowers. “Is this finally over?”

Violet Achebe lingered nearby, having spent the last several hours attending to Hamparian and her smarmy captor. She had bravely volunteered to take the endangered passenger’s place, but Fortier had declined her offer, quipping that he had no desire to switch hostages in midwarp. Yamada assumed he judged an innocent civilian to be a better and safer bargaining chip than a crew member who might feel obliged to somehow turn the tables on him. He had allowed Achebe to sub in only briefly to permit Hamparian a few bathroom breaks.

“Over?” he echoed. “That remains to be seen, I suppose.”

Yamada braced himself for more treachery, already indignant in anticipation.

“What do you mean by that?” He wanted to tear Fortier’s blinking steel hand from its moorings and cram it down the other man’s throat. “We’ve done our part, per your demands. You had better not have been lying to us before about letting us go.”

Long-range scans had detected no waiting vessels in the vicinity, Klingon or otherwise, but Yamada wouldn’t rest until Chinook was fully out of harm’s way.

“Have no fear, Captain. Your fine ship will soon be on its way, and in one piece no less.” Fortier took one last gulp of coffee before rising and stretching his legs. “If you’ll please escort us to the nearest convenient escape pod.”

“Us?” Hamparian’s antennae shot upward in alarm. “But—”

“I’m afraid that conference on Cibonor Prime will have to do without you, my dear professor. I need you to accompany me on the last leg of our journey.”

She recoiled in shock. “You can’t mean that, not after you promised to let us go!”

“This is unconscionable!” Yamada raged. “It’s bad enough that you’ve held this woman hostage all this time, but—”

“Spare me the dramatics, please.” Fortier held up his organic hand to fend off their protests. “Don’t forget, Captain, this ship and everyone aboard are at my mercy. Your righteous posturing is merely delaying the inevitable.”

Yamada wished he could refute that. “But why do this? What do you gain?”

“A clean escape. Chinook has phasers to defend against bandits and other hostiles, does it not? And a working tractor beam? What’s to stop you from targeting my escape pod once I’ve disabled the acid bulb threatening your warp engine? Or pursuing me in the name of justice? Or perhaps you’ve had the foresight to already sabotage all the escape pods in anticipation of me departing in one? Or even have, unknown to me, deviated from the prescribed coordinates in order to strand me in deep space, far from my intended destination?”

“We’ve done nothing of the sort!”

“I’m pleased to hear that, Captain, sincerely, but I still think it best to give you a compelling reason to not come after me, one way or another, once we part ways. Namely, the professor’s well-being.”

“I swear on my life, we won’t do anything to pursue you or impede your escape. Believe me, I want nothing more than to see the back of you… forever!”

“Of that I have no doubt, but you’ll forgive me if I don’t have the luxury of taking your word for it. Doctor Hamparian comes with me, for my own peace of mind.”

Yamada shook his head. “I can’t allow that. Not in good conscience.”

“You have no choice, Captain. It’s her or the lives of all your other passengers and crew.”

“Would you both stop talking about me as though I’m not here!”

Taya Hamparian rose slowly to her feet. Taking a deep breath to compose herself, she looked Fortier squarely in the eye. “Tell me the truth. Would you truly destroy this ship if you have to?”

“I have little to lose otherwise.” He aimed his lethal prosthetic at her face. “And make no mistake: although I’m loath to do so, I will melt you with Horta acid if forced.”

She flinched at the threat but did not retreat.

Yamada clenched his fists at his sides, feeling this nightmarish situation slip further and further out of his control. “Listen to me, Doctor Hamparian. You don’t have to do this.”

“We both know that’s not true, Captain.” She shook her head sadly. “I’ve no desire to play human sacrifice, but if it means that everyone else survives… what else can I do?”

Yamada was again impressed by her poise and presence of mind under these most hellish of circumstances, as well as her sheer, straightforward heroism. He glared furiously at Fortier.

“How do I know you won’t just let Chinook blow up once you’re free and clear, just to cover your tracks?”

“That’s where the professor comes in. I’m where I want to be. Get us into a working escape pod, and I’ll disable the acid bulb there and then. At which point, I’ll be relying on your legitimate concern for the professor’s safety to bring this matter to a satisfactory conclusion… without any needless death or destruction.”

Yamada remained skeptical. “And that matters to you because?”

“There are degrees of criminality, Captain. Is it that hard to conceive that I would just as soon not commit mass murder if I don’t have to?”

Was he speaking honestly? Yamada had no way of knowing, and the hell of it was that trusting Fortier to keep his word was pretty much their best shot at living another day.

“It’s all right, Captain,” Hamparian said. “I understand the position you’re in. Don’t blame yourself for what we both have to do now.”

Yamada’s throat tightened. “You’re a remarkable woman, Doctor. I hope we meet again someday.”

“That strikes me as unlikely, Captain, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

“Yes, yes, this is all very touching, but can we get a move on?” Fortier took Hamparian by the arm, the deadly nozzle directed at her side. “Our lifeboat awaits, Professor.”

She maintained her dignity, her chin held high.

“Just one question: Why me?”

“Luck of the draw, I’m afraid. There just happened to be a vacant seat at your table.” He let Yamada escort them out of the lounge. “Nothing personal, I assure you.”




Chapter Three

2292

“We have arrived at the rendezvous point,” Lieutenant Saavik announced from the helm of the Enterprise-A. “Obviously.”

As anticipated, two other vessels could be seen on the viewscreen, maintaining a judicious distance from the Enterprise and each other: a Klingon bird-of-prey and a Romulan warbird. Saavik, serving as helmsman now that Hikaru Sulu was captain of his own ship, easily suppressed any distaste or trepidation she might have regarding either vessel, despite her negative association with both empires. Duty and logic superseded any matters of personal history.

“Yellow alert,” Captain Kirk said from his chair. “Defensive systems only.”

“Aye, sir.” Commander Chekov was stationed to Saavik’s right at the nav station, where he also served as the ship’s tactical officer. “Shields raised, but weapons systems offline.”

A prudent response, Saavik judged. Although this was intended to be a peaceful encounter, it would be illogical not to factor in the frequently adversarial relationships involved and take all reasonable precautions. Shifting down from impulse to thrusters, she maintained a stationary position relative to the two other vessels, which were also staying in place in a seemingly empty portion of the Osor system, a remote location that was home to the Osori, a very old and reclusive alien species who had long resisted any overtures, peaceful or otherwise, from the Federation and its rivals. Recently, however, the Osori had declared themselves possibly open to establishing diplomatic relations with their galactic neighbors, under specific terms and conditions; chief among them, they wished to make contact with the Federation, the Klingons, and the Romulans simultaneously, to avoid showing favoritism toward any one faction over another. That the Osori were believed to possess technology far in advance of all three civilizations, as demonstrated by the fact that they had kept their world cloaked and shielded for centuries, was inducement enough to make all three parties agree to their terms. If nothing else, no government wanted to risk the others allying with the Osori before them.

“The Klingon and Romulan vessels have their shields in place as well.” Captain Spock occupied his customary place at the science station. “No indications of their weapon systems powering up.”

“Thank heaven for small favors?” Doctor McCoy loitered within the command well, leaning on a railing. “How dicey is this whole get-together if it’s notable that nobody is shooting each other yet? Talk about a low bar.”

Saavik had noted that the doctor seldom felt obliged to confine himself to his sickbay if more intriguing happenings were transpiring on the bridge.

Kirk took McCoy’s typically astringent remark in stride. “Let’s get this party started. Open hailing frequencies.”

“Aye, sir,” Commander Uhura responded; it was a measure of Kirk’s superior leadership abilities and the loyalty he inspired in others, Saavik deduced, that so many of his longtime crew members had chosen to serve under him, often in their original posts, for almost as long as Saavik had been alive. “Both vessels answering our hails.”

Kirk nodded. “On-screen.”

Two separate communications windows divided the screen in half. On the right, an older Romulan male of dignified mien and bearing faced the bridge; on the left, a Klingon woman who looked fierce even by the aggressive standards of her famously warlike species. Uncertainty over who was to speak first produced a momentary pause. Kirk characteristically took the initiative, rising to his feet to address the screen.

“This is Captain James T. Kirk of the Starship Enterprise, representing the United Federation of Planets on this historic occasion. We look forward to a fruitful joint operation benefiting all involved, including the Osori.”

“Captain B’Eleste of the Lukara,” the Klingon growled, speaking over the Romulan, who politely deferred to the warrior woman. She seemed younger than both Kirk and the Romulan and, clad in layered black body armor, presented a deliberately intimidating appearance. A voluminous mane of wild black hair haloed her striking features like the corona of an angry star, radiating several centimeters above and to the sides of her face. As was the fashion among modern Klingons, said hair was swept away from her brow to display prominent cranial ridges. Her teeth had been filed to points. The murky red glow of the bird-of-prey’s bridge framed her menacing visage. “Honor demands we adhere to the terms agreed upon. We demand nothing less from you and the Romulans.”

Her gravelly voice imbued the latter term with contempt. Saavik recalled that the uneasy alliance between the Klingon and Romulan Empires had recently collapsed into bitter acrimony.

“Commander Plavius of the Harrier,” the Romulan said. Graying hair conveyed age and experience, while a monocle over his left eye was either an affectation or evidence of a visual disability resistant to conventional treatment, not unlike, perhaps, Captain Kirk’s occasional need for reading glasses. An opaque screen behind his head and shoulders offered no glimpse of the warbird’s bridge, no doubt by design; Romulans guarded their secrets zealously. “I assure you, Captains, that the Romulan Star Empire also desires this conclave to proceed without any unnecessary strife. If hostilities do break out, we shall not have initiated them.”

With his tapered ears and sober expression, Plavius could easily be mistaken for a Vulcan, aside from his quilted metallic uniform. A carmine shoulder drape denoted his status. This resemblance was deceptive, Saavik knew. Although they shared a common ancestry, mingled in her own bloodstream, Vulcans and Romulans had very different values.

“Nor will we,” Kirk said.

“Nor we,” B’Eleste echoed, “without provocation.”

“Sounds as though we’re all on the same page,” Kirk said, evidently choosing to overlook the Klingon’s qualifier in the interests of diplomacy, “which bodes well for the journey ahead… and first contact with the Osori.”

“Let us hope they do not test our patience by keeping us waiting,” B’Eleste said. “We are here. Where are they?”

“We’re still within the designated time frame,” Kirk observed. “No reason yet to expect we’ve been stood up.”

“That would be most regrettable,” Plavius said. “We have all gone to considerable effort to accommodate the Osori by arriving at the appointed time and coordinates. It would be a pity if those efforts proved a waste.”

Negotiations for the meeting had been conducted by long-range subspace transmissions, initiated by the Osori after years of silence. The distances involved meant that weeks passed between queries and responses.

“Such fears appear premature,” Spock said, entering the discussion, “judging from certain energy fluctuations in our immediate vicinity.” He looked away from the swirling bandwidth monitor above his console. “With your permission, Captain, switching main screen to external view.”

Kirk nodded. “Maintain audio link to other vessels, Uhura.”

“Aye, sir.”

B’Eleste and Plavius vanished from the screen, replaced by a view of seemingly empty space just beyond the rendezvous point. At first glance, and to all but the most sophisticated sensors, the Osor system consisted of just a few uninhabitable gas giants, dwarf planets, comets, and asteroids. No Class-M planets seemed to occupy the “Goldilocks zone” conducive to carbon-based life-forms. Only the gleam of far-distant stars relieved the airless darkness before them.

Then the planet decloaked, more or less.

The vacuum shimmered, and the Osori homeworld came into view, approximately seventy thousand kilometers from the trio of spacecraft. Saavik checked her own readings to confirm that the Enterprise’s current location was safely outside the planet’s gravity well. She was grateful that the Osori’s navigational directions had been precise enough to eliminate any chance of the ship (or either of the other two vessels) colliding with the cloaked planet by mischance.

“Well, I’ll be a mugato’s uncle,” McCoy said. “That’s quite the magic trick.”

“Indeed,” Spock concurred. “To cloak an entire world—and on a permanent basis—is an astounding feat. The energy demands beggar the imagination, at least by any technology presently known to us.”

Not that the Osori homeworld was completely exposed. An opaque white energy field still surrounded the planet, making it impossible to visually discern any of its physical features, not even the color of its seas, landmasses, or atmosphere, let alone any cities or continents. Osor Prime presented as nothing but a smooth white globe. Even its rate of rotation was hidden.

“What are your sensors telling you, Spock?” Kirk squinted at the screen as though he could somehow penetrate the barrier if he stared hard enough. “You seeing anything we can’t?”

“Negative, Captain. The energy shell is impervious to our sensors, and based on my readings, any sort of conventional weapons fire. Osor Prime may have decloaked, but it remains very much masked… and invulnerable.”

Possibly just as well, Saavik thought, with both Klingons and Romulans at their doorstep.

Granted, the Osori currently had insufficient experience with the Federation to trust it as well, a situation this mission was intended to remedy, even if it meant Starfleet having to trust their own longtime adversaries for the duration.

And vice versa.

“We are being scanned by the planet,” Spock reported.

“Even though we can’t scan them?” Kirk asked.

“Affirmative. Apparently the energy shell only obstructs observation from without. Not unlike a one-way window.”

“That hardly seems fair,” Chekov grumbled.

“Their party, their rules,” Kirk said. “Let them take a good look. See we mean them no harm.”

“I doubt we could harm them if we wanted to,” Spock stated, “as long as they remain behind their protective shell.”

Saavik reviewed what little was known of the Osori, most of which consisted of myth and speculation. Cryptic references to them in the records of long-lost civilizations, such as the Kalandans and the Fabrini, suggested that they were regarded as ancient even by those bygone peoples, but their origins had been lost to history, and it was not until recent years that it was confirmed that they actually existed and were not merely an enduring legend like El Dorado, Atlantis, or the Lost Colony of Sh’Gol. Gravitational anomalies, detected by long-range sensors and probes, had hinted at a phantom planet hidden in what was eventually found to be the Osor system, although all attempts to communicate with its inhabitants had been rebuffed until their subspace summons was received months ago. Legend had it that the Osori were effectively immortal, but Saavik was reluctant to take that literally; that was likely just a myth.

Then again, the Osori were once believed to be imaginary.

“Captain!” Uhura’s voice rang with excitement. “We’re being hailed by the planet, as are the Klingons and Romulans.”

“Let’s see them,” Kirk said.

“No visual, sir. Audio only, but piping it through.”

Saavik listened with interest, her curiosity understandably aroused. A pleasant tenor voice, less stentorian than she had anticipated, issued from the speakers:

“Greetings, Young Ones. We thank you for answering our call and journeying to meet us. Long have we held ourselves apart from fledging civilizations such as yourselves, for our sake and yours, but the galaxy grows smaller every cycle, and your continuing expansion, along with your propensity for exploration and conquest, makes it evident that concealment alone is no longer a viable strategy for us; it was only a matter of time before you ventured into our space in greater frequency and numbers. For this reason, we have chosen to explore the possibility of future dealings between our respective peoples… even though our final decision is yet to be determined.”

“So we understand,” Kirk said, the plural pronoun no doubt meant to encompass the Klingons and Romulans, “but I’m curious. You refer to us as ‘young ones.’ May I ask how old your civilization is, compared to ours?”

“Not so ancient as, say, the Organians or the Metrons, who we understand you have encountered in the past. Unlike those ascended entities, we retain corporeal form and possess no semidivine powers over time and space. We deem ourselves a ‘middle’ species, not so transcendent as those who came before us, yet far older than the youthful races of your generation.”

Saavik would have preferred a more precise description than “far older,” specifying an exact quantity of time in numerical units, but allowed that there would be time enough for a more exhaustive recounting of the Osori’s history once diplomatic relations were well and truly established. This was an introduction, not an investigation.

“You call us children?” B’Eleste bristled. “I would caution you not to treat us as such. The old and complacent should often think twice before dismissing younger challengers.”

“We mean no disrespect,” the Osori replied. “The gap in ages between our species is simply a reality, not an occasion for judgment. Whether that gap poses an insurmountable barrier to understanding remains to be seen.”

Plavius entered the conversation. “Are the myths true? Are you actually immortal?”

“Not absolutely,” the Osori answered, “but, barring extreme accidents or violence, our life-spans are indeed measured in millennia, which we know to be exceptionally long compared to most other organic beings. Before you ask, there is no secret technique or substance involved; it is simply a happy accident of evolution, dating back to the dawn of our species. It has always been thus with us.”

“My God,” McCoy murmured in a hushed voice. “A whole race of Flints.”

Saavik, whose acute hearing easily registered the whispered remark, caught the reference. Although that particular incident had occurred well before she enrolled in Starfleet, she had familiarized herself with the Enterprise’s earlier missions, including the time, twenty-three years ago, when Captain Kirk and his original crew had encountered a seemingly immortal earthman who proved to be more than six thousand years old. Flint, as he was then known, believed himself to be unique: a mutant whose remarkable regenerative abilities were not passed on to his offspring, rendering him an evolutionary dead end, but Saavik imagined a scenario where natural selection played out differently, with immortals like Flint becoming the dominant species on Osor, outlasting and outbreeding their more short-lived cousins to the extent that any nonimmortal Osori succumbed to extinction eons ago. Had just such a scenario occurred in Osor’s prehistory?

“Fascinating,” Spock intoned, and she was inclined to agree.

“I’m sure you must have many questions about us,” Kirk said graciously. “Is there anything you would like to know?”

“All in good time. For now, we require only that you arrange yourselves as agreed. We will be monitoring the procedure. Once it is complete, you may expect our envoys to join you. We anticipate meeting you face-to-face at last.”

“Likewise,” Kirk said.

No reply was forthcoming.

“The Osori have ended the transmission on their end,” Uhura confirmed. “Shall I reestablish visual communication with the other ships, Captain?”

“By all means, Lieutenant.” Kirk reclaimed his chair as B’Eleste and Plavius returned to the screen. “That seemed to go well enough. I trust both of you were also satisfied with the Osori’s welcome.”

“It was suitable for the occasion,” Plavius agreed. “I cannot fault them for their caution and discretion at this early juncture.”

“Then let us waste no more time on pleasantries,” B’Eleste said, “and proceed with the exchange of hostages, the sooner to comply with the Osori’s requests.”

“Observers,” Plavius corrected her. “Not hostages.”

B’Eleste snorted. “Spare me your devious euphemisms, Romulan. We all know what is meant.”

Saavik saw her point. At the Osori’s insistence, the conclave was to be held on neutral territory, specifically Nimbus III, the so-called Planet of Galactic Peace, where top diplomats and intellectuals from all three superpowers awaited the arrival of the Osori’s representatives. In addition, each of the three Osori envoys was to be transported to the conference site on a different ship: one from the Federation, one from the Klingons, one from the Romulans. To further ensure amity and cooperation, each of the three ships would also host “observers” from the other two ships. In short, the Enterprise would take on an Osori envoy and high-ranking officers from the Klingon and Romulan vessels, with similar arrangements on the other two ships. Subtleties of universal translation notwithstanding, to describe the exchanged crew members as “hostages” to each side’s good behavior was blunt, but not inaccurate.

“Plavius,” the Romulan corrected B’Eleste again. “Commander Plavius, not ‘Romulan.’ Please extend me the courtesy of addressing me by my name and rank, Captain B’Eleste, and I will do the same.”

The Klingon rolled her eyes. “I hope your ‘observer’ is not so thin-skinned, Commander.”

“Regardless,” Kirk interjected, “it’s true that the Osori are expecting us to swap personnel before they proceed any further, so we should probably indeed get on with it.”

“Did I not already say that, Kirk?” B’Eleste huffed.

“So you did.” Kirk settled back into his chair. If he had any reservations about sending two of his crew into the hands of his longtime foes, his expression did not betray them. Saavik admired his “poker face,” as he called it. It was impressive… for a human.

She would do well to emulate it in the days to come.

“Spock, Saavik,” he ordered. “Report with me to the transporter room.”




Chapter Four

2024

“Every single product whales are used for can be duplicated, naturally or synthetically, and usually more economically than by hunting whales. A hundred years ago, using hand-thrown harpoons, humanity did plenty of damage, but that was nothing compared to what we’ve achieved in this century.”



“Dinner’s almost ready,” Dennis called out from the kitchenette of their modest two-bedroom apartment. Street noises filtered in from outside.

“Great,” Melinda said absently, her gaze fixed on the vintage video playing on the flatscreen TV in their living room, where Gillian spoke out against whaling in footage recorded back in the eighties, not long before she vanished. Seated on a thrift-store couch facing the screen, Melinda paused the video to contemplate the attractive, earnest woman on the screen. Gillian had wavy blond hair, lively blue eyes, and obviously believed deeply in what she was saying. Melinda wished she could have known her, despite the decades between them. Gillian was thirty-four when she disappeared; she would be seventy now if she was still alive.

What happened to you, Gillian? Where, if anywhere, are you today?

She closed the video, reducing it to a thumbnail on her virtual case board, which resembled the boards seen on TV detective shows, but with the advantage of being entirely digital. With a swipe, she could easily move photos, files, and virtual index cards around the screen without having to fumble with actual yarn and thumbtacks. At the moment, the board was notably sparse, but she expected it to fill up as she got deeper into the investigation and, hopefully, listeners started coming forward with new tips and leads.

Here’s hoping, she thought.

A lot depended on this podcast taking off. Cascade had gone viral, allowing her and Dennis to quit their day jobs to focus on podcasting full-time, which meant the pressure was on to prove she wasn’t just a one-hit wonder. And she had to get Cetacean up and running quickly, so they didn’t lose the momentum generated by Cascade or run out of funds. The last thing she wanted to do was go back to her old nine-to-five gig scripting corporate training videos. Cetacean had to be a hit.

“Chow time.”

Dennis strolled out of the kitchen and handed her a big bowl of one of his signature dishes: paprika chicken on pasta. The mouthwatering aroma reminded her that she hadn’t eaten anything substantial for hours, briefly distracting her from obsessing over the case.

“Thanks, roomie. Smells great as usual.”

Dennis was definitely the master chef in this partnership. Left to her own devices, Melinda would rely on food carts, DoorDash, and microwave dinners to keep from starving, if she remembered to eat at all while immersed in a new project. Not for the first time, she thanked her lucky stars that their paths had intersected a few years back. She’d actually been dating his previous roommate when they first met; ultimately, she’d ditched the boyfriend and poached the roommate, which was working out well for both of them. They made a good team; he was an indefatigable researcher who didn’t mind letting her be the public face (or, more accurately, voice) of the podcast. If anything, he preferred to stay out of the spotlight.

That he also knew his way around a kitchen was also a bonus.

“No problem. I played around with the recipe a little this time around: added a bit more garlic and oregano.” He helped himself to a bowl, then plopped down beside her on the couch. He peered up at the screen. “Solved the mystery yet?”

“As if.” Her own gaze shifted to a thumbnail portrait of Bob Briggs, linking to the interview they’d conducted at the Cetacean Institute. “What was your take on Briggs?”

“I don’t know. Kinda felt sorry for the old guy. Gotta suck never knowing what happened to somebody you used to see every day, especially considering how they left things right before she went poof.” He paused to consume a bite of pasta. “What did you think?”

“A bit old-school sexist and condescending, but sincere. What he told us matches what was already reported back in the day.” The sudden disappearance of a local scientist—and a pretty blond one at that—had been all over the news in the spring of 1986, until the media finally moved on, having no new developments or answers to report. “I didn’t get the impression that he was holding anything back.”

“So you think it was all about the whales being released early?” Dennis asked. “That she quit her job and ghosted him because she was that pissed off about not getting to say goodbye to George and Gracie?”

Melinda shook her head. “Has to be more to it than that. Even if she never wanted to work with Briggs again, why would she abandon her whole life, seemingly overnight?”

“Such as it was,” Dennis said. “Not as though she had a whole lot to ditch, at least as far as I can tell.”

He had a point. So far their probing into Gillian’s personal life seemed to confirm Briggs’s assessment that she hadn’t had much of one. Gillian Catherine Taylor was an only child, born late in life to an older couple who had, perhaps mercifully, passed away before she went missing, leaving Gillian only a few out-of-town relatives she didn’t see very often. News reports at the time stated that she was not known to be seeing anyone, casually or seriously, just as Briggs had suggested. Granted, given that this had all gone down pre–social media, what info was readily available was mostly about her education and professional life, gleaned from high school yearbooks, college alumni magazines, academic articles, and such. Nowadays, it would be easy enough to find out her hobbies, favorite TV shows, vacation spots, political inclinations, and friends lists, but people didn’t live online back in Gillian’s day, making getting to know her much more challenging. To date, everything they could turn up about her, circa 1986, was that she was indeed all about her work with whales.

Not that I’m one to talk, Melinda thought. Dennis at least was in a long-distance relationship with a girlfriend in Oslo, but she’d put dating on hold in order to focus on Cetacean. Indeed, at times it felt like she was in a long-distance relationship of her own—with Gillian.

“Even still, why would she walk away from her career, her apartment, her truck, and all her worldly possessions, just like that? It’s almost as though she went into the Witness Protection Program on a moment’s notice.”

Dennis froze, his fork suspended before his mouth. A noodle dangled precariously.

“You think?” A worried look came over his face. “Maybe she found out something she wasn’t supposed to, making her a target for, I dunno, Big Whaling or whoever. Or maybe the CIA or the Pentagon stole the whales to train them for underwater sabotage missions.”

Uh-oh, Melinda thought. Here we go again.

She kicked herself mentally for even joking about Melinda going into hiding. Dennis was a bright guy, but he was a sucker for conspiracy theories, the more sinister the better. She’d had to pull him out of more than a few online rabbit holes, playing Scully to his Mulder, except that, in the real world, the level-headed skeptic wasn’t always wrong.

“So let’s get this straight,” she said patiently. “The government rushed her into Witness Protection to hide her from… the government?”

“Could be. The FBI versus the CIA, one faction of the military-industrial complex pitted against another for their own Machiavellian reasons.” He put down his dinner, the better to gesticulate with his hands. “But fine, forget the FBI. Maybe she had to go on the run, drop off the grid, to hide from… somebody. Or maybe she was simply eliminated, or shanghaied into working for some black-budget marine lab overseas, or—”

“Whoa!” Melinda held up a hand to halt this runaway train of thought before it jumped the rails entirely. “Let’s not get carried away here.”

But he was already on a roll.

“What? You don’t think they are capable of disposing of Gillian, or her whales, one way or another? Or any number of other nefarious options? History is full of spooky conspiracies and cover-ups. What about that orbital weapons platform that mysteriously self-destructed back in ’68? Or those rumors of top-secret eugenics programs back in the day? Or Roswell or Area 51?”

“Not saying fishy stuff doesn’t go on.” She carefully maintained a neutral expression, not wanting to rehash every conspiracy theory from the twentieth century up to the present. “Just saying we ought to consider less… exotic… possibilities before jumping to conclusions. Occam’s razor and all that.”

He scowled.

“Okay, razorgirl, what’s your explanation.”

She had nothing.

“You got me there,” she admitted, surrendering for the time being. Xing out the screen, she exited the case board for the night and turned her attention to the paprika chicken instead. “Wowsers, this is really good. I can definitely taste the extra garlic.”

As hoped, the rave review appeased him somewhat, turning his mood around.

“Really? I was hoping that would add some zest to the recipe, but I wasn’t sure. It was kinda an experiment.”

“Consider it a success, dude. Please tell me there’s enough for seconds.”

“And leftovers,” he assured her, beaming.

Conflict averted, they dug into their dinners, even as Melinda’s mind remained squarely focused on more pressing matters.

Maybe that ex-cop can throw some light on Gillian’s case, she mused, thinking ahead. Or at least give us some juicy soundbites for Episode Two.
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