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Prologue
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His name, this time, was Amyr.  In the tongue of the Karupatani, his mother’s people, the word meant prince.  This always made him chuckle.  His mother, Ailana, thought herself ever so clever by granting him this name, clandestinely announcing his parentage as the bastard son of the last true king, yet having no clue what sort of prince he really was.

“Permission to move out, Captain?”  LCDR Jost, the helmsman, spun around in his chair and waited for Amyr to respond.  His hands were already upon the thrusters, his fingers only millimeters from pressing them down, so certain was he of the Captain’s consent.  

“Wait!” 

Jost’s fingers rose slightly.  The engines continued their steady, nearly silent hum, as all the bridge crew turned to Dipney, the creature sitting at the navigation station.

“I’m sorry.”  The Lyrian man spun to the Captain, his tiny wings flapping anxiously behind him.  “I haven’t got all the coordinates set yet.  One more minute, please?  Please?”  

Amyr leaned back in his command chair, a profound and undisguised look of disgust washing across his face.  A tiny vein in his cheek began to pulse, a clear indication of his annoyance.  

“Please?  Please?” Dipney repeated, his voice taking on a whimpering tone.

“Sixty seconds,” the Captain growled, tossing his head slightly before lighting a cigarette.  He drummed the fingers of his free hand against the well-padded arm rest.  “Where is Sandy?”

“She’s off duty,” Jost replied quickly, before Dipney could respond.  

In the meantime, the Lyrian was dancing across the keyboard, his wings sending a cool breeze wafting across Amyr.

“Stop it,” he snapped, whereupon the Lyrian’s wings immediately ceased their beating.  Dipney collapsed upon the keyboard, inadvertently striking a button to abort.  Amyr sighed heavily and ran a hand across his temples.  “Koreg,” he grumbled.  “I believe I have already told you I want Sandy at Navigation whenever we debark.  You may assign this—this—” He waved his hand dismissively at Dipney’s tiny back.  “You may assign him to any shift where coordinates do not need to be input.”

“Yes, Amyr,” Koreg replied from his desk next to the lift.  The Discovery’s First Officer was finishing his own debarkation tasks, but set them aside to summon both the work schedule to his screen, and Lt. Sandy to the bridge.

––––––––
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DURING THIS LAST WEEK, Sandy had worked twelve shifts, four more than the union’s recommended weekly amount.  Unfortunately, her colleagues, Loris and Matt were unable to work after having contracted the skin affliction that was swamping the ship.  Other than Sandy, this left only Dipney unaffected and available from the Navigation department, even though the Lyrian was clearly an equal opportunity hire and unable to fulfill most of the position’s demands.  

While in the Navigation office, Dipney’s primary responsibility had been to plot.  To that end, he would hop from chart to chart, his tiny body setting points with an equally tiny drop of ink.  

Now, here on the bridge, the rapid vibration of the sprite’s wings was setting Amyr’s already frazzled nerves on end.  His ship was severely understaffed, on the verge of total disarray, whilst he suffered from a migraine that never seemed to end.
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THIS HAD ALL BEGUN only a week prior when the first of this odd space rash began to show up on a few humans.  Now, all of the departments were short-handed with half the crew either quarantined to cabins, or queued outside Sickbay’s door.  Koreg hadn’t yet been affected, and neither had Jost, although he was scratching at his shin.  Velma was sitting at her station, her face an unnatural shade of red.  However, neither Sandy nor Amyr had been afflicted, as well as a few other species, who appeared to be immune to this disease. 

“She’s on her way up, Captain,” Koreg said.

Amyr nodded, although his face showed no emotion of any sort.  That tiny vein continued to pulse in his cheek, whilst his fingers continued to drum.

“Sandy!” Dipney huffed excitedly, his wings beating faster, his voice sounding almost like a whine.

“Shhh!  Get your job done,” Jost hissed, glancing quickly at the Captain’s annoyed face, considering that at some point, Amyr might just take his hand and squish the Lyrian lieutenant.  

In the meantime, Amyr jumped from his chair.  He began to pace the length of the bridge, exhaling clouds of cigarette smoke as he walked.  Of course, smoking was prohibited on SpaceForce ships, but of course no one cared what he did, or how many rules he violated on a daily basis.  Amyr was SpaceForce’s golden boy, the youngest Captain in the fleet, and the one who had single handedly repelled an attack of Andromedeans on Spacebase 37-B, several years prior.  

This had earned him the highly coveted and extremely rare SpaceForce Distinguished Service Award.  While the details of the attack and Amyr’s involvement in it were classified, everyone in SpaceForce had heard about it and him.  

“We’re ready,” Dipney declared, his wings beating in such a high pitch only Amyr with his abnormally sensitive hearing could actually detect it.  “I did it, Captain.  I did it.”

Amyr grunted, or snorted, and again, ran a hand across his head.  In any case, he made a noise which Jost interpreted as permission to engage propulsion, and so the helmsman’s fingers lowered and the engines’ tempo began to race.  The Starship Discovery pulled away from the spaceport at a speed that seemed no quicker than a snail’s pace.  In actuality, they were traveling faster than the speed of sound, and rapidly nearing the speed of light.

For a moment, the Captain stopped his pacing and seemed to gaze at the majestic view, at the endless horizon of stars, and the clouds of space dust that clustered in ghostly shapes and colors.  Drawing heavily on his cig, Amyr’s twitching fingers settled, albeit briefly.  

His mind wasn’t settled, though.  In fact, Amyr was never at ease.  Always there was something niggling in the back of his brain, something that had to be done, a task he had been assigned to complete, but hadn’t yet accomplished.  

The problem was, he wasn’t certain what exactly this task was.  Despite spending nearly thirty years in this body, in this life, he was still confused and frustrated beyond measure.  

Undoubtedly, the Important Task would make itself apparent eventually, as everything eventually did, but patience was never one of his virtues, not now and not before.

––––––––
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“HI DIPNEY!”  SANDY’S voice called as the bridge door swished open and her footsteps crossed the bridge.  

Sandy’s scent immediately invaded Amyr’s senses, shoving all other thoughts, all other sensations aside.  In addition to her scent, though, he both smelled and heard Sandy’s new companion.  

It was a canina, a small furry creature she had found lost and alone on Spacebase 28-C.  Immediately, she claimed it, adopted it, and brought it aboard, despite both SpaceForce’s regulations and Amyr’s objection to her pet.  Now, it followed her everywhere, sleeping on her bed at night, and waiting outside the shower while she bathed.  Amyr despised it, almost as much as he despised the Lyrian Navigator, but he was powerless to remove Sandy’s special friend.

“Sandy!  Sandy!” Dipney cried, flitting across the bridge to land on the young woman’s shoulder.

“Hey Sandy,” Jost called, spinning around in his chair, his face turned up in a wide smile.

Amyr didn’t smile, and neither did he turn, or acknowledge her presence in any visible way.  At least, he tried not to, although he could feel the increased tension in his shoulders, the heat searing down his back.  She slayed him, and this was why he could do nothing about her pet.  

He hated this was so.  He hated that simply by her presence, she could virtually immobilize him.  He hated that he waited on her every move, her every breath, as if he, too, was her pet.

“Were you having some trouble, Dipney?” Sandy asked, holding out her hand so the Lyrian would hop onto it instead.  Once there, she stroked his tiny feathers, causing the hair on the back of Amyr’s neck to stand on end.

“I did, but I fixed it, Sandy.  I did it all myself.”

“Shut up!”  Amyr stormed over to his command chair, only to discover Sandy’s canina had seated himself there.  The beast had circled three times and pawed the leather cushion, before curling into a ball to sleep.  “Check the coordinates, Lieutenant,” Amyr snapped, lifting a hand to knock the canina aside.  “And, get your beast out of my chair!”

The creature growled and bared its sharp teeth, staying Amyr’s hand in the air.  

“Oh, Fluffy!” Sandy sighed, while an equally feral noise erupted from Amyr’s throat.  

The canina shut its mouth, stunned by the challenge to his alpha dog status.  

“Come here, Fluffy.”  Sandy sat down at the Navigation desk, prompting the canina to jump from Amyr’s chair, slipping between Sandy’s legs to settle on the floor by her feet.  The Lyrian returned to Sandy’s shoulder, while she ran her hands across the console.  

Amyr sat in his own chair, angrily crossing one leg over another and lighting a fresh cigarette.  His ship was turning into a zoo.  Sandy was playing him like a fiddle, and she knew it.

“Bad day, Captain?” she asked, her voice bubbling with laughter.  

“Every day is a bad day for Captain Amyr,” Jost murmured, under his breath.  

Amyr heard, although he didn’t need to.  The helmsman’s thoughts were plenty loud enough.  Everyone’s thoughts were as loud as if they were always shouting.  

Amyr took a long drag on his cig and tried to concentrate on the stock loading reports, trying to block out all the noise streaming through his head.

“You want to check my settings too, Sandy?” Jost continued, chuckling and patting his knee as if Sandy might join him in the same chair.  Instead, the canina creature interpreted that as a summons for him, and leapt into Jost’s lap.

Sandy giggled, while Jost stroked the fine golden hair on the canina’s elongated head.  The beast tried to lick his face, a long tongue emerging from beneath his snout-like nose, its tail wagging, displaying its pleasure.  

“He likes you,” Sandy said.  

“He likes everyone on the ship,” Jost replied.  “Everyone but Amyr, that is.”

That was fine.  Amyr didn’t like him either.  Amyr didn’t like anyone these days, and frankly, Jost was right.  Everyday was a bad day.  Everyday, he wondered again why he had come. 

Surely, it wasn’t to complete endless forms, listen to endless complaints between his personnel, or resolve whatever little crises and disputes arose amongst his various companies and concerns.  Surely, it was more than attending to annoying dermatological conditions.  It had to be something bigger that was about to happen.  Something galaxy shattering was about to affect the lives of mankind, something that he alone had to stop.  He would have to save man again, because that was what he did.  That was who he was.  That was his eternal job description.  He was, after all, not just a prince, but the Prince, not just the Rehnorian MaKennah, but something more.  

If only this elusive task would make itself apparent soon.  If only he knew what it was that he was meant to do.  Here he sat, his level of frustration increasing by the minute, a constant state of anxiety filling him with despair.  Of course, Sandy wasn’t helping the situation either.

“It’s all good,” she announced, standing before him now, the fresh scent of her lavender shampoo washing over him.  She smelled clean, yet slightly salty, and the heat emanating off her body filled him with her warmth.  “You look tired.  Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”  She put her finger on the tiny vein that continued to pulse in his cheek.  Like a torch, her touch seared his flesh, burning a hole straight through to his soul.  “You’re not coming down with a bug now, are you?”

“No,” he muttered, reaching up to push her finger away.  Instead, he grasped it, holding on to it for a beat too long, forcing her to pull it from his hand.  But, by then she understood.  

“May I go back to my cabin, sir?”  She laughed, her voice bubbling up from her throat.  She taunted him.  She tortured him.  She kept him wrapped as tightly around her finger as the ring she refused to wear.  “I was really hoping to sleep before my next shift starts in three hours.”  

Amyr nodded slightly, frowning hard, feigning interest in his reports.  

“Thank you,” Sandy replied, brushing against his arm as she walked away, her scent lingering, like his grasp, a beat too long.

The canina followed, leaping from Jost’s arms and strutting across the bridge.  Amyr wanted to follow.  He was jealous of the furry creature, who would curl up on Sandy’s bunk, leaning into her body, sleeping against her.  

But, he didn’t.  He wouldn’t.  He was the one who was supposed to be in command.  Instead, Amyr signed his name on the bottom of the report, and drew long and hard upon his cigarette.

“Increase speed to Light +3, Jost,” he ordered, sitting back and waiting for something to happen.
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Angie sat on her front porch and looked up at the sky.  This was something she did every night, unless it was raining.  She liked to stargaze, to spot the various galaxies, to point them out and name them, as she used to do when Banak was still alive.  

“You know so much,” he used to say, leaning back in the porch swing, setting it rocking, the two of them swaying back and forth.  She’d have her head against his shoulder, his arms wrapped tightly around her waist.

Angie never felt like she knew very much, other than basic astronomy, but it was more than Banak knew, having never finished high school, let alone studied the stars.  

Banak had worked with his hands building things.  He was a carpenter and a craftsman, an artist with wood.  Once, he had built an entire nursery full of furniture, anticipating the arrival of someone who never came.  

Angie, on the other hand, had graduated from the SpaceForce Academy and spent six years, three full contracts, serving on the Starship Discovery in outer space.  It was during a routine stopover at Spacebase Rozari, while out on shore leave with a group of friends, when Angie accidentally bumped into Banak at a shopping mall.  

Actually, it was at the Takira-hahr Fashion Mall where they met, which was coincidentally only a block and half from where Angie was living now.  At the time, Angie and her girlfriends had been wandering in and out of shops, searching for souvenirs and kitschy gifts to bring to their family and friends back home.  

Angie was carrying a shopping bag over-stuffed with a wooden spaceplane that had been carved from a log of fine Rozarian mahogany.  While the broad paddle-like wings had been removed for transport, the ship’s thick hull and tail stuck out from the bag, blocking most of Angie’s view as she walked.  

She had purchased this unusual gift, which was the last one on the shelf, for her three-year old nephew, Matthew.  Angie was certain it was perfect for young Matty, and was intending to hand deliver it during her next vacation home to Earth, when inadvertently, she collided with Banak as she exited the mall’s main door.

Banak, coincidentally, was also carrying a large and overstuffed bag filled with another similarly carved spaceplane.  Being the artisan creator of this wooden treasure, he became distracted by Angie’s bag, pleased to discover one of his finest creations had actually been sold.  The ensuing collision, which occurred less than a minute later, sent both wooden spaceplanes to the ground as well as Angie and Banak.

“Watch where you’re going!” Angie shrieked, hastily pulling herself to her feet, dusting off her perfectly clean SpaceForce uniform, and scrambling to pick up the pieces of her toy.

“I’m sorry, so sorry, so very sorry!” Banak cried, responding in English, a language he had studied in junior high, but had rarely ever used.  He, too, jumped to his feet and scrambled to recover his spaceplane and its various parts, inadvertently snatching a wing from Angie’s, and unknowingly stuffing it in his bag.  

––––––––
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BY THE TIME BOTH ANGIE and Banak discovered his error, he in the shop while unpacking the plane again, and she in her cabin aboard the Discovery, it was too late to make any sort of exchange.  Angie was forced to gift her nephew a one-winged wooden rendition of a twenty-second century Boeing 7X7-Max Super Light Transport, a gift that puzzled the young boy, and convinced his mother that Angie was very cheap.

Angie determined to find the missing piece, and had meant to return to the shop on subsequent trips to Rozari.  In fact, she emailed the proprietor, explaining the problem with her purchase.  

Banak, in turn, was most anxious to return the missing wing, especially after having spent far too much time lamenting that sad state of his creation.  Being a perfectionist in his nature, the Rozarian carpenter was most distressed to know that somewhere out in the galaxy, his wooden plane was defective.  He, too, informed the proprietor, leaving the wing within his keeping, but returning to the shop far more often than necessary to inquire if the SpaceForce woman had come to pick it up.

The shop’s proprietor grew tired of Banak’s frequent inquiries, his continuous pestering for information on the spacewoman, and his presence in general.  Ultimately, the proprietor decided it was best to let the two parties arrange the wing’s transfer amongst themselves, thus he passed both Angie’s email address and the wing on to Banak.

––––––––
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UPON RECEIVING THE first missive from Banak, Angie was both irritated and relieved.  Now, she would be able to repair her nephew’s gift, yet it would be months, perhaps even years before the Discovery was scheduled to return to Planet Rozari.  Nevertheless, she responded, beginning an email conversation that would continue three years, three months, and three days, concluding with the return of the missing wing at Angie and Banak’s wedding.  

––––––––
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ALTHOUGH SHE HATED to leave her new husband, Angie returned to the Discovery for what was to become her last contract in outer space.  Shortly afterward, Angie began to have bouts of nausea, extreme fatigue, and an odd heaviness in her chest and abdomen.  Certain that she was suffering from space sickness, and fully expecting to be placed on bed rest for the next few weeks, Angie informed her immediate supervisor, the then LCDR Amyr that she would be checking herself into the sickbay.  

Amyr had gazed at her from behind the dark RayBans sunglasses, which he wore regardless of the time or the brightness of the light.  In fact, the only one, or two as the case may be, aboard the Discovery who had seen his eyes, was CMDR FooBee, a dual-headed life form from the planet Beckwad, who was in charge of the Discovery’s shuttle bay.  Often, Bee would launched into great detail, explaining to anyone who cared to listen, the unique colorization and odd illumination of the LCDR’s optical organs.  

In any case, Amyr had excused Angie from her station in Engineering Bay 7, frowning with furrowed brows as he seemed to watch her exit the bay.  

––––––––
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TO HER DELIGHT, ANGIE discovered that she wasn’t suffering the space sickness after all, but rather, was six weeks pregnant with Banak’s child.  

A Rozarian-Human crossbreed was known to be extremely rare, and something neither Angie nor Banak had ever imagined possible for the two of them.  With tears in her eyes, that very night Angie rang her husband across the stars, and with tears in his eyes, he pledged his undying love to both Angie and their prodigy.  

Unfortunately, the couple’s happiness was all too brief and short-lived.  Only two weeks later, while sitting at her console in Bay 7, Angie felt a tremendous pain in her gut, and promptly passed out.  LCDR Amyr had been steps away, adjusting a seal on a hydraulic line. Although his entire upper body was inside a wall, he heard the thump as Angie hit the floor.  

Immediately, he extracted himself, and hefting Angie in his arms, carried her to the sickbay, where Doc Con pronounced her fetus gone.

––––––––
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ANGIE WAS INCONSOLABLE.  Despite the efforts of Doc Con and the nursing staff, nothing and nobody could quiet her sobbing.  Until Amyr came.  

Sitting down beside her, the Lt. Cmdr offered her tissues, fetching new boxes each time one was used up.  No matter how many times she repeated it, he listened patiently to her tale of sadness and woe, of her hopes and dreams for the child who would never be, the child who never was.  

Somehow, without saying a word, simply by offering his presence, Amyr had made Angie feel better.

There was something about Amyr, Angie decided, something in him that seemed to extract the pain in her soul and replace it with something else.  She wouldn’t go so far as to call this replacement emotion joy, for no reasonable person could possibly feel happy so soon after such a death.  Yet, somehow Amyr had warmed her, and made her feel hopeful for no reason at all. 

––––––––
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SEVERAL MONTHS LATER, on the last day of her contract and before Angie disembarked the Discovery forever, Amyr knocked on her cabin door.

“Yes, sir?” Angie asked, her kit bag in hand, her mind still recounting the items she might have forgotten.

Although Amyr was never particularly talkative, he always appeared to be in control.  Now, as he stood before her door, he looked positively ill at ease.  

“Yes, sir?” Angie repeated, watching him gaze downward at his highly polished boots, or look off to either side as if trying to avoid this conversation.

He cleared throat.  He scratched his beard.  A tiny vein pulsed in his cheek.  He ran a hand across that old scar next to his left eye that Angie had always wondered about.  Then, he spoke, “Lieutenant?”

“Yes, sir?” Angie said for the third time, laughter bubbling up in her throat.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

Amyr coughed, turning his face away again as Angie’s heart began to race.  Her first thought went to Banak, but having spoken to him only an hour ago, she knew that he was fine.  Could it be her new posting at the landbase?  Did her new supervisor change his mind and give the job to someone else?  Or, was Amyr rating her Below Expectations on her final shipboard review, eliminating any chance of further promotion?  

“Someone awaits you,” Amyr stated, this time looking straight into her eyes, although Angie couldn’t even begin to see his from behind those dark sunglasses.  Still, she felt that warm, almost fuzzy feeling again, and her fear fled, replaced by that comfortable almost-joy.  “It is important.  Time has to happen...”

“Sorry?  I’m not sure I understand, sir.”

He didn’t say anything more.  For a quick half second, he looked as if he wanted to, raising his hand slightly, before deciding otherwise.  Instead, he walked away.

“Thank you?” Angie called after him, giggling a little, anxious to see Banak, to snuggle in their bed, and tell him about her adventures in outer space and this strange man that had been her boss.  
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Even though it sounded terrible, Taul didn’t mind being a paraplegic.  He had a really cool motorized scooter and could zip around faster than he had ever been able to walk.  The insurance company had set him up with a lifetime annuity worth many more millions than he ever could have made piloting a ship.  And, he loved the attention.  Everyone was always hovering over him, tending to him, and asking if they could help.

Before the accident, Taul had been a bit of a loner.  Part of that was by choice, as he wasn’t a particularly socialable guy.  Usually, in the company of strangers, and women especially, his mind went completely blank.  Even in a bar, well soused with several drinks, he never could come up with an appropriate topic of conversation.  

Noodnick never needed to talk, and yet somehow managed to always have a lady or two on his arm.  Wen didn’t have to say anything either.  Women hovered over him as if he were a lost puppy.  Even Jerry had always managed to find someone, although they tended to be desperate older women like Lance’s ex, Captain Jill.  

Poor Taul was left drinking alone, an empty bar stool by his side, the alien bartender nodding to his sad laments as he wiped down the bar with his tongue or one of his many extra limbs.

Taul had gotten used to his singularity.  He was accustomed to it, and told himself, he preferred things
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