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——THE FIRST RETURN—— 

 

One—Awaken 

 It had been too long for Morgan Christian Thayer.  He opened his eyes just the slightest 

bit.  The dull purple glow of the instruments was all that he could sense.  He slowly became 

aware of the slight sweet scent of the ethanol-tainted air that had filled his suspension chamber 

for the last thirty-odd years.  He was cognizant that his lungs were drawing in the life-prolonging 

gases in shallow, yet regular breathes.  His ears could detect the subtle hiss of air as it moved in 

and out of his berth to the recycler.  He could just barely feel his heart beating as it gradually 

increased its rate.  The neurons in his long dormant brain sluggishly turned back on bundle-by-

bundle in a sequence determined by an infinitely complex computer program stored somewhere 

in the depths of the sub-light ship.  He began to feel his fingers and toes, arms and legs, and torso 

for the first time in what might have been half a life span for an average Earthbound male. 

 His first thought was a question.  What was the date?  How long had it been?  It was 

many long minutes before he finally was able to utter his query. 

 “Computer.  What year?”  The muscles of his throat were still numb and mouth was as a 

dry as desert. 

 “The year is 2278 AD,” came the cold synthetic voice. 
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 He pushed the analytical part of his brain to calculate the numbers.  It had been 2244 

when the ship left Lalande 21185.  At one quarter the speed of light it should have taken just over 

33 years to travel the 8.3 light years back to Earth.  Accounting for an odd month here or there, 2278 

meant he was almost home.  Right on schedule. 

 “Location?” 

 “The ship has just crossed Neptune’s orbit.  You will arrive at Tranquillity Base in 

approximately in ten days.” 

 Ten days for Morgan to acclimate to being awake again.  Ten days to review the standard 

procedures used in debriefing and reacquaint himself with the ship.  And ten days to grieve the 

loss of Annie before the sub-light ship Pacifica delivered him to a battery of doctors, scientists, 

and administers all asking questions about her untimely death.  And it would be probably several 

months before he could again breathe fresh air and touch the soil of Earth. 

 Memories of Annie, his wife and partner on the mission to Lalande 21185 came flooding 

back.  She had died so very far from the blue-white sphere he was now approaching.  The 

thought of her lying there, no more than ten meters from him now, without any possibility of 

ever waking up again, was more than his still fragile body could handle.  If only he had gotten 

her into the suspension chamber sooner, maybe the physicians on Earth could have determined 

the cause of her illness.  Then they could have brought her out of the sleep and administered the 

proper treatment.  But he had been too scared, too beside himself, to make good decisions.  He 

hadn’t known what the illness was or how swiftly it killed.  Even now, he found himself 
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struggling to understand what it was he should have done.  If only he had had room in his 

anxiety-stricken mind to set aside his fear of losing Annie to think clearly. 

 Morgan presumed that a certain amount of suspicion would be directed on him, as if he 

had somehow used this elaborate scheme to dispose of his wife.  Bastards!  Some doctor or, 

better yet, administer would come up that scenario.  He bet money on it!  All nonsense!  He had 

loved Annie.  She alone was the only person he had ever loved. 
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Two—Annie 

 Hours went by.  Morgan lay there feeling the drugs and the computer work their magic as 

they fully revived him. 

 “You have completed all revival procedures,” declared the computer without any bedside 

manner whatsoever.  “You may now remove the suspension chamber seal.” 

 Morgan reached up half a meter and pressed the proper button.  The cover slid to the side 

with an audible sigh as the air from the pressurized tube escaped into the cabin.  He sat up slowly 

and carefully lowered his legs over the edge of the berth he had just spent thirty plus years in.  

He stood up cautiously.  He felt weak.  His gaze darted around the small cabin. 

 There was Annie.  Morgan studied her face through the plexiglas cover plate.  The lights 

of the instrument panel inside the chamber revealed the outline of her features.  He could see 

traces of discoloration from the sickness.  But even so, what a beautiful face she had.  So very 

delicate. 

 As he stood in the center of the cabin, a whirling silence settled around him.  Every fiber 

of his body struggled to accept the fact that he was awake and that Annie was not.  Work, 

thought Morgan.  That’s what he need to take his mind of the silence. 

 He shuffled over to the main control console.  “Computer.  Initiate the download of 

chronology files for all major events that have occurred since we left Earth.” 
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 He doubted that there would be any happenings of a personal nature, despite the fact he 

had pre-programmed the computer to keep track of items that were of special interest to him 

before they went into their outbound sleep.  But there would be the usual significant social and 

political events with which to become familiar.  Lives, and deaths, of famous people to read 

about and digest.  The list proved to be quite long.  He was thankful that it would occupy him for 

several days. 



Nancy Joie Wilkie February 11, 2017 
“The Oaks Of Mamre” Page 10 
 

 
Copyright © 1997, 2017 by Nancy Joie Wilkie 

All Rights Reserved 

 

Three—Breakthroughs 

 The braking sequence was terminated right on schedule by Pacifica’s computer.  There 

was no perceivable difference in the motion of the space craft as it dropped from tens of 

thousands of kilometers per second to tens of thousands of kilometers per hour.  Morgan knew 

that somewhere thrust generated by hydrogen atoms slamming into their anti-matter counterparts 

produced by the on-board anti-hydrogen generator had gradually reduced the speed of the ship.  

He marveled at the ingenuity of mankind and how the collective intellect of the world’s greatest 

scientists had invented a transportable anti-matter generator and applied it to space flight.  At last 

man was able to realize his dream and touch the stars. 

 Even at 20% the speed of light, the nearest interstellar neighbor required two decades of 

travel time to reach.  The first interstellar flight to the Alpha Centauri system and back lasted 

over forty five years. 

 But this wasn’t the only scientific breakthrough that made interstellar flight more 

practical, at least from the explorer’s point-of-view.  While one group of engineers was busy 

developing faster propulsion systems, another was working on perfecting what had come to 

known as “sleep chambers”.  Genetic research had uncovered a way to indefinitely suspend a 

person’s biological clock.  By making subtle changes to an individual’s X chromosome, a space 

traveler’s body could tolerate a cessation of all metabolism for extended periods of time.  This, 
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of course, translated into needing less food, water, and air for the majority of the flight.  The ship 

designers took advantage of this and constructed lighter and faster ships. 

 There was one side-effect from the genetic surgery, however.  Anyone who underwent 

the procedure was rendered sterile.  This didn’t bother the flight engineers because they could 

perfectly balance the life-support systems for two people without any chance that they might 

produce a third during the flight.  It didn’t particularly bother the mission planners either.  

Couples who had been paired up for one flight could be assigned to additional flights without 

having to worry about the fate of children born during the down time between flights.  After all, 

sending parents out to the stars for half a century would inevitably cause problems when they 

returned and faced dealing with their elderly children. 

 From a scientific point of view, the price was worth it.  In the three years that he and 

Annie spent in the Lalande 21185 system, they had confirmed earlier findings that three gas 

giants, not dissimilar in size from Jupiter and Saturn, dominated the system.  But more 

importantly, they had discovered two small Earth-like planets and an asteroid belt between them 

and the innermost gas giant.  Morgan knew that the science community would be thrilled to 

receive news of potential life-supporting planets to explore. 
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Four—Request 

 Once he had returned to Earth, it took Morgan three weeks to convince the various scientists, 

doctors, and administrators headquartered at Sun City that he was fit and ready to handle every day 

life in the outside world.  He had answered every one of their questions, sometimes two and three 

dozen times.  Every morsel of information about the planets orbiting Lalande 21185, the 

performance of his sub-light ship, and Annie’s untimely passing had been dissected until there was 

nothing left unclear. 

 He had only one last item of business that he wanted to attend to before returning to his 

apartment just on the outskirts of Sun City.  There were questions about how Annie died that 

bothered him.  She had been genetically screened before the flight.  They both had.  They had been 

given a clean bill of health.  And now that the doctors could actually examine Annie and run tests, 

they were no closer to diagnosing the cause of death than he had been in the Lalande system. 

 Despite the fact that he never liked Dr. Crandall much, he thought that he owed it to Annie to 

pay a visit to founding father of the long sleep.  He stiffened himself as he reached the entranceway 

to the Genetics Department.  He clinched his teeth as he entered Crandall’s outer office. 

 A woman in her mid-twenties sat behind a transparent desk in the reception area.  Her 

platinum-blond hair and her perfectly applied make-up made her seem artificial.  “Would you please 

let Dr. Crandall know that I’m here?  I have an appointment with him,” Morgan said to the perfectly-

coifed secretary. 
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 She quickly disappeared into Crandall’s laboratory and reemerged moments later to motion 

Morgan in.  She pointed toward the back of the laboratory and left, closing the door behind her. 

 Dr. Crandall was bent over a very sophisticated electron microscope.  He looked up when he 

heard Morgan enter. 

 “I figured you’d come find me sooner or later,” said Crandall in a tired voice.  “Can’t quite 

put the pieces together, can you?  Well don’t feel rained on.  Even the best of us can’t figure out 

what happened to your beloved wife.” 

 There was something about the way Crandall used the word “beloved” that grated him.  For 

the sake of getting answers, Morgan put his displeasure aside temporarily. 

 “You’re pretty perceptive.  If you thought I was going to be satisfied with the few fragments 

of information you offered during the debriefing, than you’re not as bright as I give you credit for.” 

 “No, of course not.  Now why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind?” 

 “All right,” agreed Morgan.  “I’ll do just that.”  He looked around the laboratory for another 

stool and found none. 

 “I can’t quite figure it out,” he continued.  “I scanned for every type of bacteria and virus I 

could think of when Annie started feeling ill.  Nothing.  I ran every test I could on every organ and 

system.  Nothing.  I never said this during the debriefings, but all things being equal ... I think that 

Annie was, in fact, healthy in every way.  It’s my humble non-professional opinion that what killed 

her was the result of genetic surgery.” 

 Crandall smirked.  “I don’t suppose you have any evidence to support your hypothesis?” 
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 “No, of course I don’t,” admitted Morgan with a trace of disgust in his voice.  “But what else 

could it be?  During the debriefs you reported that every known test has been run without any clue as 

to what caused Annie’s death.” 

 “Maybe it’s some new form of infectious organism that we have yet to discover.  Maybe it’s 

the result of exposure to some form of radiation unique to the Lalande System.  There might be a 

hundred other explanations.” 

 “There m-i-g-h-t be,” said Morgan, purposefully putting emphasis on the word ‘might’.  

“But, I don’t think so.” 

 “Then what do you think, Dr. Morgan Thayer?” 

 Crandall’s use of a non-existent title angered Morgan, just as it was meant to.  “Given what it 

isn’t, there are only two possibilities.  One.  It is some previously unknown side effect of genetic 

surgery.  Two.  It is a side effect of the genetic surgery and you’ve know that all along, but are not 

revealing that for some reason.” 

 The shape of Crandall’s face changed.  Cheek muscles became taunt, eye brows arched 

inward, and his eyes focused squarely on Morgan.  “It would be best if you left those outrageous 

theories here when you leave.  There is no basis for either of them.  Spreading them around will only 

get you in trouble.” 

 “So I struck a nerve, eh?” 

 Crandall was silent.  He continued to stare at his guest, as if somehow the sheer power of his 

gaze would push Morgan through the closed door. 
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 Morgan felt Crandall’s uncomfortableness.  “Well, that being said, I do have one request to 

make of you before I leave.” 

 “And what might that be?” 

 “When you are done performing whatever other tests you feel are appropriately ... within a 

reasonable of time, that is ... I would like for you to release Annie’s body back to me so that I might 

properly bury her.” 

 “I don’t think that will be possible.” 

 “What do you mean you don’t think that will be possible?” came Morgan’s angry 

response.  “It’s bad enough that you can’t tell me the cause of Annie’s death.  Now you expect 

me to walk away from all that I have left of my wife?” 

 “I’m sorry.  Her body is considered classified information,” said Crandall with a distant 

voice. 

 “It’s what?” 

 “I didn’t want to tell you because I knew you’d ask questions and I’m forced to limit 

what I can say.” 

 “Your damned right I’m going to ask questions!  Why shouldn’t I?  I’m her husband ... 

was her husband.” 

 “Sorry.  There’s nothing more I can tell you,” offered Crandall. 

 “But you haven’t told me anything, damn it!” 
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 “Look Morgan, you and I have known one another a long time.  But if you don’t leave, 

I’ll will be forced to call security.  You don’t want that, do you?  Think about your career.” 

 “You win for now, D-o-c-t-o-r Crandall,” said Morgan in a half mocking tone.  He turned 

and headed out the laboratory leaving the door wide open much to the irritation of the platinum-

blonde sentry. 
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Five—Crandall 

 Perhaps he should have handled the details of Annie’s death more gently, thought 

Crandall.  Full recovery from a long sleep usually took at least a month.  Even then, there was 

the possibility of experiencing periodic physical discomfort and unexplainable mood wings.  

And Morgan had returned to a world quite different than the one he left.  He would need time to 

adjust.  More than a space traveler, he and his peers had become time travelers of a sort.  When 

they stepped out of their sub-light ships, they stepped into the future. 

 No one knew better how the process for preparing the body to handle the long sleep.  

Crandall had helped to put the finishing touches on the procedure.  Although he had not ventured 

out into space, he had experienced many sleeps over the last century.  He had made himself a 

guinea pig of sorts to more fully understand what the space travelers were going through every 

time they headed out to a star.  But he also believed the occasional sleep critical for continuity 

sake.  He was better able to guide the long-term research.  He also provided a familiar face to the 

returning travelers.  He thought that it helped to ease the shock of reentering society. 

 In all of the times he had welcomed back travelers from other stars, he had never been 

presented with this situation.  Greeting a member of a pair who had lost their partner during the 

trip.  He assured himself half-heartedly that it was bound to happen sooner or later.  If he kept 

making long sleeps himself, he must accept the fact that these sorts of things will happen over 

the course of time.  But it certainly didn’t make his encounter with Morgan Thayer any easier. 
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Six—Meeting 

 Morgan was enraged.  There was no reason why he should be denied information 

regarding his wife’s death.  As he left the headquarters of the Deep Space Agency prominently 

located in the center of Sun City, he couldn’t decide which was greater ... his grief at losing 

Annie or his anger at not being able to understand why. 

 Morgan flagged down an aero-cab.  As the sound of the wind grew around him, he tried to 

leave the pain and hostility behind.  He looked out across the city through the large curved window.  

He welcomed his first free time since arriving on Earth.  There were no more interviews or 

appointments scheduled.  He was thankful for that small blessing. 

 He arrived the apartment complex that DSA kept for its stellar travelers.  Naturally most of 

them were devoid of inhabitants most of the time.  But it gave the members of the Stellar Corps a 

place to come back to, something familiar, some sense of belonging in a world filled with change. 

 Morgan reacquainted himself with the apartment that he and Annie had shared.  He went 

through files that he had left himself more than seventy years ago.  But the memory of Annie hung 

heavy in the place.  He finally gave up trying to work and went to sit by the big picture window 

overlooking the park.  He felt his grief with the entirety of his whole body.  He sought to battle it 

with the training and instinctual reactions that had been hammered into him day after day, hour 

after hour in the classroom.  But nothing seemed to help. 
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 After several hours he decided that it was time to get out and get some fresh air.  More than 

the chance to get out into the open and exercise his legs, he wanted the opportunity to mingle with 

other people. 

 When he got outside, he looked up at the mottled sky.  The first thing he noticed was the 

clouds.  He had almost forgotten how beautiful and intricate they were.  He thought ahead a couple 

of hours to the sunset and the unusual colors that would develop, colors that a computer-generated 

sunset just couldn’t duplicate. 

 He headed down the street to his right and began to inspect the skyline.  There were several 

new buildings, though the style of architecture hadn’t changed much since he left. 

 As Morgan wandered through the downtown section of the city, he remembered a park that 

he and Annie used to walk to on Sunday afternoons.  He quickly found it and the fountain in the 

center of the park.  He smiled for a moment to find the park unchanged.  He watched the water shoot 

straight up in the air for several meters.  It formed sphere-like globules that seemed to float in mid-

air before dropping into the surrounding pool. 

 He continued his leisurely stroll through the park following the meandering paved 

walkways.  He saw lots of other folks taking advantage of the nice weather.  He found a stone bench 

that faced a large flower garden.  Morgan decided to sit for a few minutes to observe the passersby 

and clear his thoughts.  A very attractive young woman walked past, looked at him briefly with a 

stare, then sat down on another stone bench facing Morgan.  She opened up a magazine and started 

to read. 
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 Morgan returned to scanning the park and adjoining street.  After several minutes, he 

couldn't help noticing that the woman had looked up at him again, this time more curiously.  He 

wasn't certain if it was his own features that were attracting attention or if it was his uniform.  Stellar 

Corps uniforms did have a tendency to stand out.  Even after 120 years, the number of Corps 

members were small and to actually see one in public was indeed a very rare event. 

 He watched the woman as discreetly as possible.  The woman seemed to be involved in 

some sort of internal debate.  After several minutes, it began to look as though this woman was 

about to speak, then seemed to think better of it, then seemed to want to speak again.  Morgan 

waited curiously for the resolution. 

 Morgan found the woman’s brown shoulder-length hair, high cheek bones, and hazel eyes 

quite striking.  Many of her features reminded him of Annie.  But despite the resemblance, Morgan 

was convinced that there was something very different about this particular woman. 

 Finally, the woman got up and walked the short distance over to Morgan's seat and stopped 

directly in front of him.  "Excuse me, but aren't you a member of the Stellar Corps?  The one who 

just arrived back from Lalande something or another?"  She spoke with just trifle of an accent which 

Morgan couldn’t place. 

 "Yes I am," said Morgan, relieved at last that the internal struggle was over and excited that 

he would get a chance for some conservation, especially with this interesting young woman. 

 "I know this seems kind of forward of me, but I’ve always dreamed about going out to the 

stars.  Would you mind very much talking to me for awhile?" Before Morgan could respond, the 
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woman asked a second question. "How about if we walked while we talked?" The stranger backed 

away slightly as if to encourage Morgan to stand up. 
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Seven—Julianna 

 The afternoon passed quickly and Morgan became more and more fascinated with the 

woman.  Her company seemed to reach deep down inside him and soothe the pain.  From what 

he could tell, he just might be providing her with the same sort of sanctuary.  The late summer 

sun was starting to drop and their walk seemed to be coming to a logical end point. 

 “I must apologize for not asking sooner,” Morgan finally inquired, “but what is your 

name?” 

 The woman turned towards Morgan as they walked.  A broad smile spend across her 

face.  “Julianna.  My name is Julianna Pax.  And how about you, my star-hopping friend?” 

 “Morgan Christian Thayer at your service,” he answered with a hint of pride that she had 

acknowledged his profession.  “I want to tell you that I’ve very much enjoyed your company.  

Would you like to dinner with me?  My treat.” 

 Julianna blushed a bit.  “Sure!” she smiled.  “I know this great little Italian restaurant a 

couple of blocks from here.  Great food and great atmosphere.” 

 “I’m sold,” replied a hungry Morgan. 
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Eight—Rules 

 Morgan and Julianna sat in a small Italian restaurant.  They had requested an outside 

table so they could watch people on their way home from work.  They enjoyed a light dinner of 

salad and pasta.  As they were finishing their bottle of wine, the melody from a solitary 

saxophone spilled out from inside the restaurant.  There were hints of a cool jazz style 

intermingled with an uptown rendition of a song which sounded vaguely familiar to Morgan. 

 The wine had loosened Julianna’s inhibitions a bit and finally given her the courage to 

ask Morgan what she thought might be more sensitive questions. 

 “Tell me about being a member of the Stellar Corps.  What’s like to suddenly find 

yourself in the future?”  Morgan found it hard to resist Julianna’s brown eyes, especially with the 

light of the candles reflecting in them. 

 “Life as a member of the Stellar Corps is a little bit more intense than they dare teach 

you.  After completing a mission, you return to a world much different than the one you left.  

From the moment I stepped out of my sub-light ship, I discovered that I’ve missed more than a 

few years.”  Morgan stopped briefly to take a sip of wine.  “Much is familiar, but much is not.  

There are so many things that have changed.  The big things are easy to spot.  New buildings 

have sprung up where none were before.  Other landmarks have disappeared from the map 

completely.  The fashions change, of course.  Everything is much more expensive.  What friends 
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I had before I joined the Corps are gone.  But it’s the little things, things that are not immediately 

noticeable, things that we rarely think about that strike me the most.” 

 “You don’t have to answer this if you don’t want to, but how old are you anyway?” 

 “Oh, what a question!”  Morgan rubbed his forehead with deliberate strokes of his right 

hand.  He pressed so firmly that when he finally withdrew his hand Julianna could trace the path 

his strong fingers had made.  “I’m thirty two years old if you don’t count the time I’ve spent in 

deep sleep.” 

 “And if I do count it?” 

 “I celebrate my one hundredth birthday next month.” 

 “Wow!  That’s amazing!” 

 Morgan seemed more than a little uncomfortable with the whole idea of being a century 

old.  “Now perhaps you can begin to understand.” 

 Julianna found herself having a sense of pity for Morgan, an emotion tempered by an 

awareness that star hoppers chose this way of life.  They knew this would happen when they 

signed up, she thought.  They’ve been trained to deal with it.  But even so, it must be difficult for 

these people.  They are more than a little out of touch when they return.  They are out of date, 

out of touch.  They must play catch up to a world that has left them behind. 

 “But aren’t there The Rules Of Stellar Travel?  Aren’t they supposed to help minimize 

the awkwardness upon your return to Earth?” Julianna finally asked. 
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 “Oh, sure.  There are ‘The Rules’.  And they are very clear about certain things and are 

strictly enforced.  A number of them are, in fact, designed to help the returning traveler. 

 “For starters, DSA only selects new members for entry into the Corps Academy that are 

between 22 and 28 years of age.  They do that for several reasons.  You must be old enough to 

understand the ramifications of the commitment, exhibit a certain maturity and professionalism, 

yet young enough to assure that the required genetic surgery will be successful.  I think they also 

believe that should you decide to stop jumping around the stars, you can better adapt to the new 

time period if you are younger.” 

 “I’ve heard rumors about genetic surgery.  Do they really do that to you?” 

 “They have to.  The human body could not survive the rigors of the long sleeps.  

Changing the genetic make-up allows the cells in one’s body to tolerate a cessation of all 

metabolism for extended periods of time without damage.  More importantly, it permits cells to 

be brought back up to normal metabolic rates with minimal affect on the aging process. 

 “But in order for genetic surgery to succeed, the person must have a clean bill of health, 

genetically speaking, that is.  There can be no family history of cancer or other genetic disease.  

This might cause unforeseen consequences during a sleep.  With all the expense and risk 

associated with each trip, mission planners do not want someone going to sleep that may never 

wake up!” 

 “I hope this isn’t too personal of a question, but is that what happened to Annie, your 

wife?” 
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 “No.  She survived the sleep out to Lalande 21185,” answered Morgan looking down at a 

stain on the red and white-checkered tablecloth.  “After being awake for year, she simply got 

sick and, in the span of four weeks, died.” 

 “So you don’t know the cause?” pressed Julianna. 

 “No.  And for some reason or another, the doctors at Agency Headquarters wouldn’t tell 

me.  But I think they know.  What I can’t figure out is why they need to be so secretive about it.” 

 Julianna let that line of questioning drop.  “What was it like to out in space, so far away 

from Earth, and to suddenly find yourself so alone?” 

 “Corps members receive extensive training to deal with all situations.  But when you’re 

out there,” Morgan unconsciously looked up and pointed with his right index finger, “you’re on 

your own.  There’s no radio contact, no communication whatsoever.  During Academy training 

they cover what to do in case your partner passes away, but never did I expect that I would be 

the first to have to use that set of standard protocols.  Despite all of the training and psycho-

screening trip candidates go through, nothing could have prepared me for this”. 

 “I’m sorry that you had to go through that.  It must have been very difficult for you.”  

There was a generous dose of sympathy in her voice. 

 “Thanks.”  Morgan liked the feel of sympathy.  There hadn’t been anyone in his 

professional life since his return that he could really talk to about what had happened.  And, of 

course, he had no personal life, at least up until now. 
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 “I’ve often thought it fascinating that they decided to put one man and one woman on 

each mission.  Imagine being alone in the stars, together with no one else around.  It sounds so 

romantic,” said Julianna in a dreamy voice. 

 “Believe it or not, that’s part of what the planners want and why they select couples who 

have been together about two or three years.  Their studies have shown that this is a short enough 

time such that the spark is still there, but long enough for some of the euphoria to have worn off 

and allow each other to see the ‘real person’.  You’ve got to remember that you’re going to be 

with this person ... alone ...,” he inserted for Julianna’s benefit, “for two or three years.  There is 

no one else to talk to.” 

 “I think I could deal with that,” replied Julianna with a grin. 

 There was a brief period of silence while they both stared out into the passerbys.  Their 

numbers seemed to have died down during the course of their dinner.  I’ll bet they all have 

homes they are rushing off to ... with someone waiting for them, Morgan thought. 

 “I’ve also heard the stories that there are Sleepers here on Earth.  Is that true?” asked 

Julianna. 

 “It is,”  stated Morgan matter-of-factly. 

 “Why?” 

 “Mostly to help assume continuity of the program and its purpose.  Often those that chose 

to do this are related to a traveler.  Their sleep is timed with that of the traveler.  There are others 
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that do that for the purpose of research.  They act as human guinea pigs,” explained Morgan as 

he finished his wine. 

 “What about the rest of ‘The Rules?’” 

 “The rest are preventative measures, put in place to make certain that Corps members 

avoid hurting loved ones because of their professional choice.” 

 Julianna’s eye brows slanted and she looked puzzled.  “I’m not sure I follow.” 

 “There is a side effect from the genetic surgery.  It renders one sterile.  Quite by accident, 

the geneticists solved one of the design engineers’ biggest problems ... balancing the life support 

systems.  The birth of an unplanned child would not only tax the resources on board the ship, but 

would also present the parents with quite a moral dilemma.  They would have no way to prepare 

their child for a long sleep.” 

 “Sterile, huh?  So you ... could ...,” paused Julianna purposefully, “And ... nothing 

would ...” 

 “You’ve got the idea.”  Morgan thought he detected the slightest hint of a smile creeping 

across Julianna’s alluring lips. 

 “Another important stipulation in ‘The Rules’ is that travelers have minimal family ties.  

Under no circumstances are they permitted to have children.  The Stellar Corps believes that a 

parent’s obligation to his children is paramount.” 

 “The Corps thinks of everything, doesn’t it?” sighed Julianna.  “One last question for you 

... what happens if you run into some little green men up there?” 
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 Morgan laughed.  It felt good to share a joke with someone again.  It had been so long.  

“Well, now.  Let’s see ... you invite them in for tea?”  Julianna smirked.  “No, that’s not it.  

Actually, contact with another intelligent species is not to be initiated.  DSA thinks that it is 

more important to bring back knowledge of the race than to actually make contact and risk not 

being able to make the report”. 

 “That makes sense.  I know I’d want time to get my ray gun cleaned up, you know, just 

in case,” joked Julianna.  “You’ve been a wonderful sport today by answering all of my 

questions.  But we do need to get going.  I’ve a long day at work tomorrow.” 

 “The pleasure was mine.” 

 They stood up and headed out for the street. 

 “Perhaps we could do this again soon?” Morgan said. 

 “I would like that, star man.” 
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Nine—Uniform 

 Everything looked a little bedraggled.  A jungle of damp laundry hung outside the 

spotted glass of Morgan’s sliding door.  The black opaque fabric had begun to lose its resiliency 

after so many washings in a standard washer.  The uniforms were designed for wear in space 

where cleaning them did not require large quantities of precious water.  Inquisitive pedestrians 

and neighbors, not meaning to pry, were not used to seeing the black uniforms of the Stellar 

Corps. 

 The Stellar Corps wore special uniforms that hadn’t changed in the 120 year history of 

the program.  The uniform was instantly recognizable on the streets, partly because they were 

almost entirely black ... except for the insignias that identified The Corps ... and partly because 

the dated design was definitely not fashionable.  But it really didn’t matter whether the type of 

fabric, the lack of color, or the cut of the jacket reflected the latest style.  The uniform marked its 

wearer as being a member of a special breed.  Someone who had given their lives for the 

advancement of man’s knowledge of his interstellar neighborhood.  That was all it was meant to 

do. 

 Members of The Corps seldom appeared in public wearing anything other than the 

uniform.  Since they only dropped in on society periodically, there was little point in investing in 

wardrobes that would become out-of-date many times over during a member’s next mission. 
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 The uniform was an open reminder that its wearer was someone to be respected, to be 

envied, and even to be pitied by those who fully appreciated what it represented.  But people 

were not always blatant about their reactions when they saw a member of the Corps.  Deep down 

many constantly fought to escape the invisible cages of their daily lives.  They wanted the thrill 

of seeing planets in another star system.  They wanted a chance to see what the future would be 

like.  They wanted to be revered.  Few understood the cost and the loss of so many of the basic 

privileges of daily life. 
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Ten—Companion 

 Morgan could not resist Julianna’s companionship.  The last few weeks had been 

wonderful.  He couldn’t imagine what his life would have been like without her.  He, not doubt, 

would have spent far too much of his time grieving for Annie.  He was taken by Julianna’s 

intelligence, her quick sense of humor, and her almost playful manner.  She was a soft-voiced 

monster waiting to swallowed him up.  One night, after dinner, when she suggested that he come 

up to her apartment, he found that he could do little but obey. 

 Upon entering the living room, Julianna chose to light several scented candles rather than 

turn on any of the lamps.  She quickly disappeared from the modest living room. 

 She returned wearing a white negligée covered with delicate lace and accented with a 

miniature pink bow.  Morgan had come to the conclusion earlier that evening that tonight might 

be ‘the night’ and thought he was prepared for anything.  But when he saw the details of her 

figure revealed in a discrete yet suggestive way, he was certain that he lost his composure. 

 She was small-breasted and narrow-waisted, with hips rounded and full.  Her thighs, 

which were seen in shadow, were generous, but her legs narrowed to graceful ankles.  She had 

let her dark shoulder-length hair down.  Her eyes were brown and large and her lips full and 

slightly asymmetric. 

 The young woman spread her arms and rotated slowly as though she invited closer 

inspection.  Morgan realized that it wasn’t just happiness in Julianna’s eyes, but exultation and 
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pride.  After all, a member of the elite Stellar Corps had chosen to share his company with her, 

one of the privileged few amongst the human race to have touched the stars.   

 Finally she looked down at herself and asked, “Do you like what you see?” 

 Morgan nodded and said with a small smile, “I can’t deny it.  You are quite beautiful.” 

 She laughed and Morgan laughed with her.  He held up his hand to her and she led him 

away to her bedroom. 
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Eleven—Strategy 

 “We have to do something about Morgan.  He’s asking a lot of questions about his wife 

and the cause of her death.  We have got to keep this thing secret.  The future of the Deep Space 

Agency depends on it.” 

 “But in his state ... he’s like a lose cannon running around right now,” replied J’bara. 

 “Got any suggestions?” 

 “We could arrange to have him shipped off to some distant listening post in Antarctica,” 

joked J’bara. 

 “No.  I would prefer him anywhere but here on Earth.  He would be a disturbing factor on 

Earth,” motioned Crandall with his head shaking from side to side. 

 “Supposed we should send him out again.” 

 “But he hasn’t been back the required twelve months yet.  What about the physical 

ramifications of going back into suspension so soon?  What about potential psychological 

damage from going into another long suspension without having time to grieve his wife’s death?  

He’ll come out of deep sleep twenty light years from here without professional help to help him 

deal with his unresolved emotions.” 

 “I know, I know.  This isn’t going to be easy ... especially trying to find him another 

flight mate.  But for the sake of DSA, we’ve need to get a little creative.” 
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 Crandall sat down and swung his computer to face him.  He quickly tapped in a 

command to the central personnel database. 

 “Here we go,” said Crandall rubbing the day-old stubble on his chin.  “I’ve got a list of 

all the available women qualified for deep-space flight.” 

 “How many?” asked J’bara. 

 “Five.  Not exactly a huge number to choose from, but it will be enough.” 

 “Any interesting prospects?” 

 “Actually, yes.  There’s a Torraine Ackerman listed here.”  Crandall shifted his weight to 

get a closer look at the file that had just come up on the screen.  “Very interesting, indeed.”  A 

grin spread across Crandall’s face. 

 “How about you clue me in on your find.” 

 “It says here that Ms. Ackerman ... actually that’s Dr. Ackerman ... went to high school 

with Morgan.  Evidently they were quite close friends all the way through college.  They entered 

the Stellar Corps at the same time.  It wasn’t until after they went sent off on different flights that 

they lost contact with one another.  There’s also a recent entry here,” Crandall said as he paused 

to read on. 

 “And all those years they never ... how shall we say ... got together?” asked J’bara. 

 “Apparently not,” replied Crandall.  “And it looks like Dr. Ackerman was just granted a 

divorce from her husband after arriving back from her first flight.  Now that Morgan is widowed 

and Ackerman is single, maybe we should arrange a little rendezvous.  What do you think?” 
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 “It’s definitely worth a try.  If it will get Morgan out of our hair for a few decades ... at 

least until we can get this phase of our research completed.” 

 “What about ‘The Rules’, though?  Assuming they get together, they won’t have been 

with each other the required two years,” said Crandall expressing concern. 

 “We’ll just have to bend ‘The Rules’.” 
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Twelve—Torrie 

 “Torrie?  Is that really you?” Morgan reached out and put his arms around his old friend.  

“My, my!  The years have been kind to you.  You look great!” 

 “Well, I wish my interior felt as well as my exterior looks.  It’s been a tough year since 

getting back from Wolf 359.  I don’t know whether you heard or not, but Howe and I are 

divorced.” 

 “Really?  What happened?” 

 “I don’t think we were ever really meant for each other.  It was a marriage arranged more 

out of convenience.  It helped the Corps get a mission out to the Wolf 359 on schedule.  After 

floating around that system in a big tin can for two years, it became pretty obvious to both of us 

that we couldn’t do that again.  So, when we returned, we mutually dissolved the marriage ... 

much to the dismay of DSA, of course.  They’re short on qualified couples these days.” 

 “I’m sorry for you.  I never liked seeing you hurt.  What do you say I take you out to that 

old restaurant we used to like so much ... assuming it’s still there ... and talk about old times and 

get reacquainted?” 

 “You’re on.  I think I’d like that.” 
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Thirteen—Monument 

 Finding that a friend as dear as Torrie was not something that Morgan had expected.  He 

had prepared himself to lose all of those he knew.  That was the way it was supposed to work.  

That was part of the price for a glimpse of the future.  Still, he knew in the back of his mind that 

there was a chance he stumble on to someone, but he never put much hope into it. 

 Now having a chance to become reacquainted with Torrie brought him more delight than 

he imagined.  Memories he thought were long gone came flooding back as strolled through the 

old business district of Sun City and chatted about school days.  Much to their surprise, they 

found that their favorite restaurant was still standing.  A few modifications had been made.  But 

that was to be expected.  Once they placed their orders, the conversation turned to more serious 

matters. 

 “And what about Annie?” inquired Torrie.  “Have you had time to give her a proper 

burial?” 

 “I’m afraid not.  I made a formal request for her remains to DSA but they refused it.” 

 “They what?” 

 “They said that her body was classified information.  I supposed that after I tried several 

more times without success, I gave up.  I never thought to have a funeral without Annie.  

Besides, who would I invite?  Dr. Crandall?” 
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 “Crandall.  Just hearing his name again makes me angry.  Please don’t tell me that he’s 

tied up in this somehow.” 

 “Oh, yes,” Morgan admitted.  “He is still alive and kicking.  Doesn’t look a day over 

forty.  I can only assume that he subjects himself to periodic sleep cycles so that he can keep his 

research going.  Got to have continuity, you know.” 

 Torrie’s steel-colored eyes starred long and hard out the window into twilight-tainted 

street.  “I think you should have a service for Annie.  Even if it’s just you and me.  I’ll help you 

put it together, if you’d like.  It’ll help the grieving process.  It’ll help the healing begin.” 

 “I think I’ve avoided doing anything for another reason,” Morgan said.  “I see it as the 

last thing I’ll ever do for her.  I don’t like not having something in my future that I can do for 

her.  I loved her very much, Torrie.” 

 “I know.  You were one of the lucky ones.” 

 “What do you mean?”  Morgan was puzzled by the remark. 

 “Not everyone couple that was paired up for missions loved each other as much you two 

did.  Spending several years together alone with someone can be a blessing or a curse.  I’d have 

a tough time choosing between a short love that is wonderful or a long relationship that goes 

nowhere.” 

 Morgan’s reply was distant.  “I see your point.” 

 Torrie began to think, running ideas about how they could honor Annie through her 

mind.  After a few minutes she said in a confident voice.  “You need to find a special place for 
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Annie.  Some place that she loved.  Some place that was special for the two of you, perhaps.  Got 

any inspirations?” 

 “Actually, I do.  Why do you ask?” 

 “If you don’t have Annie’s body, then you’re not confirmed to erect a lasting monument 

in a cemetery.  You can build something anywhere you want.” 

 “That, my dear friend, is a good suggestion.”  Torrie watched a smile spend across 

Morgan’s face. 

 “How about we take a little drive, tomorrow?” 

 “You have a date.” 
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Fourteen—Oaks 

 Morgan found the perfect spot.  Under the oaks of a special field that they had often 

picnicked in.  Morgan looked up.  “Somehow the trees always seemed taller here,” Annie used to 

say.  “The leaves seemed greener.  The summer breezes made their rustle seem like the gentle 

lapping of waves on a beach.”  Morgan remembered coming after final examinations in June and 

spending entire evenings watching fireflies dart in and out of the branches.  He remembered 

thinking that the trees more like living, pulsing, breathing creatures in twilight air. 

 Annie would often refer to their special place as the Oaks of Mamre.  Morgan knew that 

it had some biblical reference, but was never one to spend any time reading about such things.  

But Annie did.  That was what made her so exceptional. 

 “I hope you’ll like it here, my love,” said Morgan.  He felt Torrie’s arm reach around his 

waist and tighten. 
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Fifteen—Orders 

 “Based on certain recent events, it has been decided that you, Morgan Thayer, should 

leave on the next outbound mission.  We do not make this decision lightly.  We are keenly aware 

of your loss while at Lalande 21185.  But you must understand,” said Crandall grimly, “that we 

have to protect the integrity of the Corps.  To have you going about asking questions serves only 

to demoralize your colleagues.” 

 “Is it unusual for husband to ask questions about how his wife died?” 

 “We’ve been through this.  For the sake of certain security issues, the circumstances 

surrounding your wife’s death must be kept classified.  Surely you can understand how important 

it is to assure the program’s future success.  I am sorry.  But it must be this way.” 

 “Fine.”  Morgan furrowed his brow.  “But how have you come to the amazing conclusion 

that I’m a security risk?  That’s outrageous.” 

 “I can’t go in that, either.” 

 “You’re talking without saying anything.” 

 “Then let me explain to you like this.  The Deep Space Agency has a mission to explore 

the Sun’s neighbors ... perhaps even find another world capable of supporting life.  We have 

invested trillions of dollars, recruited  dozens of the world’s best scientific minds, and developed 

some very sensitive technology.  There are those that would exploit what we’ve worked to hard 
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to build.  Worst yet, there are individuals, powerful individuals, that think this is all a waste and 

would like to see all of these resources invested in more earthly projects.  Need I go on?” 

 Morgan nodded his head, then said, “You may think that you have swept this issue 

underneath the rug, but you have not.  You have merely postponed it and left it for your 

successors to deal with.  I am convinced that there is something going on here and I intent to 

prove it.  Good day, gentleman.” 

 And with that, Morgan did an about face and walked a straight line for the highly 

polished wooden doors that marked the barrier between the leaders of the DSA from the rest of 

the world.  His only solace was the knowledge that he would be going back out to the stars with 

Torrie. 
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Sixteen—Parting 

 Morgan and Torrie spend the next month getting reacquainted.  Neither understood that 

their meeting had been orchestrated.  Neither, of course, knew that they were scheduled to leave 

shortly on a mission together.  And unfortunately for Morgan, he didn’t know that he would have 

to let go of Julianna much sooner than he would have wanted, if ever. 

 When the orders came, he found himself feeling more than a bit guilty having to explain 

to Julianna that he had run into an old and dear friend that he had known for years and The Corps 

had assigned them a mission.  He knew that he had made no commitment to Julianna.  He was 

convinced that Julianna would understand that sooner or later.  There had always been the 

possibility that Morgan would have left for the stars again.  He hoped that somehow, without 

having to spell it out for her in great detail, she realized that this is what he was trained to do.  

More than that, he prayed that Julianna was prepared for his eventual departure, one that would 

separate them forever. 

 “Why must you go?  Aren’t you happy here with me?” 

 “Yes, of course.  I’m happier than I’ve been in a long time.  But that’s not the issue.  The 

decision to leave so soon was made by DSA.  It seems as though I’ve become a thorn in their 

side and want to get rid of me for awhile.” 

 “Can’t you simply say that you don’t want to go?” begged Julianna. 
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 “I’m afraid you don’t understand.  If I tell them I’m not going, they’ll arrange for me to 

be put to sleep here on Earth.  One thing’s for sure ... they don’t want me probing into Annie’s 

death.  They want me silent.” 

 “Why don’t they just kill you and be done with it?” said Julianna in a mocking tone. 

 “No.  I don’t think they’ll do that.  If my hunch is correct, they want me alive.  I’m an on-

going experiment to them.  Kill me, and they’ll have to start all over again.” 

 “Then consider a sleep on Earth.  At least that way I might be able to do something to 

resolve things and to get them to wake you up.” 

 “I admire your courage, my dear.  But if I sleep here, they will never allow you to get 

close to me.  And I will have no control over my destiny.  If I’m out on a mission, I’ll have some 

control over my own destiny.  I’ll be assured that I will wake up after a defined period of time.” 

 Morgan was relieved when Julianna seemed to accept Morgan’s decision to go.  She 

smiled her usual smile.  Morgan had already come to the conclusion that Julianna was thankful 

to have him for as long as she could. 
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Seventeen—Message 

 Morgan and Torrie settled themselves into their sleep chambers.  After relaxing for 

several minutes, Morgan allowed his mind to wander.  He thought about the events since he last 

woke from a long sleep.  He held an image of Annie’s beautiful face for a moment and felt his 

deep sense of loss.  He pictured Julianna and recalled the pleasure she had brought him in the 

months before being paired with Torrie.  Not exactly a quiet or peaceful time between sleeps.  

When he felt that he was ready to let go of the Universe for the next twenty years, he initiated a 

series of commands to the ship’s computer. 

 “Are you ready, Torrie?” 

 “I am.  Have a safe and pleasant sleep, Morgan.” 

 “May you also, Torrie,” Morgan hesitated for a moment.  “Computer.  Lower the 

chamber covers and seal.” 

 “Affirmative,” responded the dispassionate voice. 

 Morgan heard the safety interlocks slide into place. 

 “Initiate sleep mode.” 

 “Affirmative.” 

 Morgan could detect the change in the air he was breathing.  From his past voyage, he 

knew that in twenty to thirty minutes he would be fast asleep. 
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 “In coming message for Morgan Thayer,” reported the computer.  Morgan tried to pull 

himself back from the encroaching sleep.  “Go ahead,” he managed. 

 “Message from Julianna Pax.”  The computer piped the transmission into Morgan’s 

chamber. 

 “Hello, Morgan,” came a soft familiar voice.  “I know that you can’t reply so I won’t ask 

any questions.  I just wanted to tell you before you left that several months from now, you will 

become a father.  They tell me it’s going to be a girl.  I plan to name her Carillia.  You’re 

probably trying to figure out how all this happened, just as I am.  I know that Corps members are 

supposed to be sterile.  I know that you didn’t intentionally deceive me.  I don’t plan to tell 

anyone that you’re the father.  I don’t particularly want DSA poking around into my private life.  

Nor do I want my daughter ... our daughter ... to be watched over by DSA.  I’m sorry that I 

couldn’t have let you know before you left Earth.  I don’t blame you for leaving.  I promise to be 

a good mother.  And when Carillia is old enough to understand, I will tell her about her father 

and that he is a good person.  Perhaps she will watch the sky and wait for you.  I love you, 

Morgan.  Have a safe mission.  Good bye.” 

 Sleep fell over Morgan with the words “you will be a father” ringing in his ears. 


