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Chapter 1

If I Only Had a Brain

Cougar awoke with a mind she didn’t recognize. She knew – or 
thought she knew – who she was, but this definitely wasn’t her brain.

On long voyages like this, almost anything could happen. Need a 
new heart? – We can do that. Need a new brain? – We probably can 
do that, too. The most amazing part was that she remembered who 
she was, or at least who she used to be.

As she slowly regained consciousness after five Earth-years of 
cryogenic hibernation, her head hurt the worst, but the rest of her 
body followed suit. Awakening after such a long sleep could rival 
the worst hangover imaginable. For Cougar, this was a chilling and 
throbbing aftereffect that hurt all over, dominated by a headache that 
competed for her immediate attention. Plus, she needed to throw up.

She remembered the discussion about her brain. During the first 
year of the mission, just before the first scheduled cryogenic period, 
Doctor Mercedes had diagnosed the problem, and the results were 
disturbing, to say the very least. Her hallucinations and frontal lobe 
pain were physical in origin, requiring brain surgery to correct the 
problem, and the odds weren’t good for such an extensive surgical 
procedure in outer space during Earth’s first truly galactic mission. 
While speeding out of the solar system – just now reaching their 
maximum rated continuous velocity of 0.13 SOL (speed of light) – 
Cougar presented an unexpected complication to the flight plan.

Then again, unusual complexities were where manned spaceflight 
thrived. Houston, we have a problem. Our NavCom officer needs 
brain surgery, and we’re just setting up for five years of cryogenic 
hibernation, to be followed almost immediately by a Thomson-Jump 
to a target 33 light-years farther down the line, and then another 
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hibernation period at cruise for five more years, et cetera, et cetera. 
Complicated enough without berserk brains.

Since two-way communication with Earth already lagged by 
several months, the mission planners at home would have nothing to 
contribute to the decision. Captain Tina Brett’s judgment call was to 
proceed with the surgery, although Doctor Mercedes would lose five 
years of his life in the process. The flight plan couldn’t be significantly 
altered without the entire mission being scrapped, and that meant 
the hibernation period had to continue on schedule. Which led to 
Captain Brett’s resolve regarding brain surgery for Cougar and a 
recovery separate from the frozen sleep of the rest of the crew. While 
everyone else slept, Don Mercedes would try to save the life of Cougar 
Jensen. Afterwards, he’d have to figure out how to fill five years of 
a hermitic existence in space, since putting yourself into cryogenic 
sleep was reserved for emergencies only, and this was little more than 

“medical routine.” Spacecraft crews either entered the frozen state as a 
group in “automated hibernation,” supervised by the ship’s artificial 
intelligence, or one at a time while overseen by another crewmember. 
In effect, Doctor Mercedes drew the short straw dictated by a flight 
manual logic tree that was based on centuries of military discipline.

It wasn’t a huge obstacle for Doctor Donald Mercedes, considering 
his personality. Cougar had never met a man who seemed so removed 
from society. To say he didn’t have much bedside manner was an 
understatement. In fact, he had little manner at all. Then again, he 
was undoubtedly the most qualified physician for this space mission, 
temperament be damned. In the various considerations open to 
Captain Tina Brett, his minimal bedside demeanor had nothing to 
do with the flight manual’s logic tree. But if anyone could survive for 
an extended period without direct human contact, Don Mercedes was 
the perfect candidate.

He would anesthetize Cougar for the operation after the rest of 
the crew settled into their scheduled sleep. The brain surgery could 
then proceed on whatever schedule Mercedes felt was best. He would 
arrange Cougar’s cryogenic sleep commensurate with her recovery 
from the surgical procedure. When Cougar awoke with the rest of 
the crew, she would (hopefully) be fully recovered and ready to return 



4 Across the Galactic Sea

to work as the ship’s NavCom officer. Meanwhile, Doctor Mercedes 
would be free to spend his next five years as he desired – the ultimate 
unscheduled vacation that would steal a half-decade of his life. When 
the rest of the crew awoke, they would find the doctor five years older, 
while the balance of the ship’s company remained as ageless as the 
moment they were frozen.

Just when all of these arrangements (complications) were complete, 
word was received from Earth concurring with the verdict Captain 
Brett was already in the process of implementing. This was merely 
a confirmation of what was going to happen anyway. Captain Tina 
Brett could now go to sleep knowing Earth’s last somewhat-direct 
communication was a command she was obeying.

She would have slept well anyway.
◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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Chapter 2

When Senility Sets In

Cougar Jensen went to sleep after her brain surgery, and awoke 
while still 34 years old, and just as feisty as ever. But right now, she 
needed to throw up.

“You look pretty good, Doctor Don,” said Cougar, taking into 
account his expected aging, to say nothing of the toll of loneliness.

“Well, you look like shit,” replied Donald Mercedes with a smirk. 
“But your brain is working. I hope you don’t mind the touch of 
kleptomania I added for good measure.”

“So that’s why I feel like stealing your ugly stethoscope.”
Cougar couldn’t remember seeing any other doctor with an old-

fashioned stethoscope draped around his neck. The ancient device 
had been replaced by digital cardiometers centuries ago, but Doctor 
Mercedes was seldom seen without his unstate-of-the-art instrument. 
Actually, Cougar had liked Don Mercedes since she first met him 
during training for the mission. Sure, he didn’t have a normal 
personality, but she felt comfortable with him while others mocked all 
of his quirks. Besides, he’d saved her life, while sacrificing five years of 
his own existence.

“Headache?” he asked, as she sat on the edge of the bed in her blue 
hospital gown, bare pale legs dangling towards the floor.

“You bet. A whopper. But more to the point – I need to puke.”
Right on cue, Doctor Mercedes held a small plastic tray in front 

of her, as if he’d been concealing it behind his back, waiting for her to 
ask. As soon as she saw it, she immediately arched forward and tried 
to vomit, but nothing came up. She dry-heaved again, and then spit 
in the tray, relieved to see it looked like the normal putrid phlegm 
expected after five years of sleep.
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“Sorry, not very lady-like,” she said, not sounding a bit apologetic.
“We’ll need to get you some crackers before giving you anything for 

that headache. Shouldn’t take pills on an empty stomach, you know.”
“So that’s why they call you a doctor, eh?” replied Cougar. At least 

her altered brain could still muster a Canadian accent.
Cougar looked down the row of now-empty cryogenic cubes, 

except for one at the very end with its lid still down. As she recalled, 
that sealed chamber belonged to Sergeant Kenny Childers, their 
maintenance specialist. Six cryo-cubes for their full crew, and only 
one still active.

“Everybody’s awake except Kenny,” noted Doctor Mercedes, when 
he saw her gazing down the aisle. “He’s scheduled for reactivation 
next.”

“Reactivation? You make us sound like machines. I notice I’m one 
of the last to join the party.”

“We always save the troublemakers ‘til last,” he replied. “You and 
Kenny, that is.”

“How about you?” asked Cougar. “You had five years to make lots 
of trouble.”

“Which is exactly how I spent my time,” he replied, squinting his 
eyes in a mischievous way, like he meant it.

“Well, thanks for taking care of me first. I know it wasn’t in our 
original plan.”

“Your brain may seem confused for quite a while. When you 
combine surgery with cryogenic sleep, I really don’t know what you 
should expect. But you look no worse than the others. Expect to take 
a while to adapt to a normal diet.”

Cougar sat on the cryo-bed looking at the doctor, unable to focus 
her attention on much of anything.

“It’s probably how it feels when senility sets in,” she muttered slowly 
in a purposefully muted tone.

“I just hope you remember where we’re going, and how we’ll get 
there,” replied Mercedes. “You’re the NavCom, after all.”

“Is that what I am?” she asked. “Right now, I just know I’m a 
puking kleptomaniac who looks like shit.”

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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Chapter 3

Near-Galactic Voyage

The Challenger mission was the first real galactic voyage, and even 
this fell far short of a trip across the Milky Way. Until now, flight to 
the nearest stars and their lifeless solar systems was the best that Earth 
could muster, even with fusion drives and the advent of Thomson-
Jump technology. This would be the first mission striving to span a 
small portion of the Orion spur of the Milky Way’s Sagittarius spiral 
arm, home of Earth and its sun. It would be a baby step across the 
galactic sea, but a bold voyage beyond the closest stars.

Prior to this, manned spacecraft had traveled a little over 10 
light-years from Earth, far enough to encounter a variety of stellar 
systems with planets, all without intelligent life. Robotic spacecraft 
hadn’t increased mankind’s span, although these unmanned missions 
had been able to explore more thoroughly with their nearly ageless 
computerized components. Still, there was nothing in the 10-light-
year radius that seemed capable of harboring intelligent life.

So far, these voyages to the nearby stars had been one-way trips to 
set up distant colonies in space. Most were assumed to have failed, and 
never heard from again. With the communication distance so great, it 
typically took  more than a decade to receive a reply to the simplest 
message, so no one really knew whether any current colonies were 
self-sustaining. Still, there had never been a lack of eager volunteers, 
colonists willing to risk everything for a chance to do what no one else 
had ever done – establish a human existence on a planet outside our 
solar system. Maybe some of these colonies were actually flourishing, 
and were even now stepping out farther into the galactic void.

Challenger, from the very start, was a different type of mission. 
Named after an ill-fated spacecraft of the early era of space exploration, 
the ship was the first to employ cryogenic hibernation for extensive 
periods along with space tunneling jumps for stretches of up to 33 light-
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years. Both technologies had taken longer to develop than expected, 
or at least to perfect. With the onset of even minor irregularities, lives 
were lost, or crews simply never heard from again. And irregularities 
were the norm in space travel. Propel a spaceship far enough, and 
something would ultimately go wrong.

But the developers of Challenger, basing their efforts on 
improvements in cryogenics and the Thomson-Jump, were intent 
on defying death during cross-galactic flight. Naming the ship 
after a twentieth-century Space Shuttle that had blown itself to bits 
during launch, killing the entire crew, seemed a contradiction. Like 
the original Challenger, the new spaceship was crewed by a small 
contingent of spacefarers who were mostly along for the ride, since 
nearly everything was automated. But the ship’s name was appropriate 
when one considered the we-must-learn attitude of the team that 
developed the new technologies required for a trans-galactic voyage.

Challenger was assigned a crew of six, all military aviation 
professionals who grew up in an era of pilotless fighters and bombers, 
computer war technology, and a business-like atmosphere seeming 
more like a global corporation than the traditional military. Like 
those colonists before them who left Earth never expecting to return, 
Challenger’s crew was resolved to their fate. Their mission, although not 
technically one-way, had so many contingencies built in that the crew 
knew they had little chance of ever returning home. The primary goal 
was to travel to a planet 101 light-years away, hunt for intelligent life 
on this prospective world, and return to Earth to personally report the 
results. With the latest technologies in cryogenics, fusion drives, and 
Thomson-Jumps, this (theoretically) could be accomplished in a round-
trip of forty Earth-years of aging for the crewmembers. Physically, 
that’s how much older they would be when (if) they returned home. 
Thus, at least hypothetically, it would be possible for the crew to learn 
about a destination over a hundred light-years away in less than half 
the time it would take for a one-way communication signal to span the 
same distance. Einstein’s theory of relativity didn’t specifically forbid 
this untested theoretical result, but Challenger’s financial developers 
didn’t openly reveal some of the complications that were likely. While 
the money was flowing in, the public was quick to support back-of-
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the-envelope calculations as real rather than academic, all in an effort 
to learn more about the cosmos.

Captain Tina Brett, age 45 at the start of the journey, would be 
in her late 80’s upon their theoretical return to Earth, a fate she didn’t 
dwell on. After all, the average life expectancy of modern women was 
97, while men statistically averaged 92. Tina Brett held the military 
rank of Lieutenant General in the Space Force of the North American 
Union, but her crew called her “Captain” because of her position as 
mission commander. Despite her air of authority, she was dainty in 
stature and delicately pretty, her lips lush and often brightly colored. 
Her short blond hair was soft and straight, lying close against her 
attractive face.

Captain Brett hailed from New England, where she grew up on 
a farm and attended the University of New Hampshire, using the 
school’s ROTC program as her personal physical and psychological 
challenge. She graduated twenty-third in her class of 2,721 students. 
Since then, she’d learned how to concentrate.

Major Kim Lin, although only 31 years old, had already served on 
two solar system missions. As Challenger’s engineering officer, he filled 
a position tied more to computer technology than the mechanical 
systems that were, for the most part, fully automated and self-repairing. 
Although he seemed to have no close friends, Kim’s quiet personality 
and intense dedication to the mission made Challenger’s crew feel 
comfortable with him.

Assisting Major Lin was Sergeant Kenneth Childers, maintenance 
specialist, age 27. Kenny was unofficially the ship’s designated 
prankster. But he knew his spacecraft systems, and that was the reason 
he was aboard. Few spare parts were carried on a modern spaceship, 
so ongoing maintenance was his primary concern. Childers certainly 
knew his job, but off-duty he never seemed to have a serious side. 
Everyone liked to kid with Kenny.

Lieutenant Cougar Jensen, age 34, was the NavCom officer 
with the overhauled brain. She wore her dirty-blond hair short. 
Her thin athletic body with small breasts made it common for new 
acquaintances to consider her “cute,” while simultaneously wondering 
about her sexuality. Her low rank as an officer was because she had 
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spent most of her post-college life as an Earth-based commercial air 
carrier pilot, transferring to the Space Force of the North American 
Union two years prior to the launch of Challenger. In recent decades, 
flying was so automated that commercial pilots merely monitored the 
aircraft systems and navigated and communicated through computer 
interfaces, which is where Cougar shined. Now that they were out of 
the Earth’s radius of communication, the “Com” part of her job would 
be with any alien intelligence they might discover or unexpected 
colonial spacecraft they might encounter. Cougar’s “Nav” function 
would be her primary job, although even that was highly automated, 
except for occasional complications that could always be expected.

The last two members of the crew were both medical experts, which 
showed the thrust of the ship’s composition: two pilots and leaders 
(Tina and Cougar), two mechanical experts (Kim and Kenny), and 
two medical wizards. Doctor Donald Mercedes, with his renowned 
lack of personality, led the medical team as the shipboard physician. 
He was 42 at the start of the mission, taller than the rest of the 
crew, prematurely bald, rather handsome, and meticulous about his 
professional appearance. He aged five years while the rest of the crew 
was in hibernation, so he would be pushing the standard male lifespan 
if they returned to Earth on schedule. Mercedes held the military rank 
of major, but his shipboard title was “Doctor.” Although generally 
despised by the crew (except Cougar, who found him “interesting”), 
they all agreed he was the best choice for the job. Don Mercedes knew 
as much about all areas of medicine as anyone else on Earth, maybe 
more. Health concerns were on the top of the list when the crew 
considered essential items they’d need to control, so they universally 
accepted his questionable charisma.

If Don Mercedes was at the bottom of Challenger’s crew personality 
gauge, Sergeant Timothy Hammer, age 43, was near the top, only 
exceeded by Captain Tina Brett. As a technohealth specialist, he was 
adored (and occasionally bribed) as the crew’s key to a robust day-to-
day routine. Not only was he the ship’s expert on the all-important 
cryogenic cubes, he doled out a host of pills that seemed to cure almost 
any ailment, including many that were more psychological than 
physical. His personality meshed with the rest of the crew textbook-
perfect. Everyone liked Tim.
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This six-member crew was small compared to former spaceships. 
All of the shipboard systems were automated, so the crew’s job was 
to attend to the unexpected (Captain and NavCom), maintain the 
status quo (engineering officer and maintenance specialist), and take 
care of themselves (physician and technohealth specialist). Sustaining 
life aboard the starship took considerable space and sophistication, so 
a small crew was what was needed. The rest of the spacecraft, in order 
to get to its destination, was huge by design.

Cougar had occasionally reflected on the crew composition. Was 
the female concentration in the command area – Cougar considered her 
NavCom responsibilities closely related to Captain Brett’s leadership 
role – by chance or choice? And why did each specialty (leadership, 
maintenance, and medical) consist of two individuals rather than one? 
Environmental space was minimal and demanding, so why include 
six crewmembers when three would seem to fill the requirements? Her 
conclusion was that redundancy was one of the what-if ’s of the long 
mission. What if one of the two maintenance experts died, or what 
if something happened to Mercedes or Halmer, or to her or Brett? It 
seemed only logical that the mission planning team must have built 
this consideration into the crew composition. And maybe females were 
simply better at leadership decisions on long voyages. There had been 
two well-documented colonial failures involving male leaders who lost 
control of their personnel before even reaching their destination.

And what of the sexual scenarios? The project development team 
must have considered the possible situations. All six of them were single, 
although Halmer and Mercedes had been previously married. It made 
sense that leaving a spouse behind would be unacceptable to personal 
psyche, but what about their decades together in space, and the whole 
concept of sexual relationships among the crew? Had anyone really 
thought this out? Cougar, for one, had consciously ignored it. The 
mission was her opportunity of a lifetime, and sexual confrontations 
(or whatever might occur when it came to sexual clashes) seemed a 
small price to pay.

Another question originally tugging at the back of Cougar’s old 
brain involved the split of the crew into four males and two females. 
What was that all about? Maybe Challenger’s project team had 
determined (as Cougar had surmised) that several members of the 
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crew were homosexual. Cougar thought Kenny Childers might be gay, 
and she already knew about Tina Brett’s bisexuality (Tina and Cougar 
were bunk-mates and close friends). But that skewed the numbers even 
worse, making her the only heterosexual female with at least three 
raging males. Hopefully, the project team knew more than she did.

It didn’t take long for the issue of sex to come to the forefront, just 
like in millions of similar undocumented instances that influenced 
human history.

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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