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      This is dedicated to all the women who have ever worked in the various space science fields. Without them, humanity’s knowledge and dreams of the stars and beyond would be profoundly poorer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Everything was so new - the whole idea of going into space was new and daring. There were no textbooks, so we had to write them.

        Katherine Johnson

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      The honeymoon of a lifetime becomes their worst nightmare…

      

      Lynn

      For as long as I can remember, the stars have held my fascination. I drank up all the old tales from around the world that told the stories of the various constellations, avidly watched every documentary I could find that was about the secrets of the cosmos, and decided from the first moment that my grandfather showed me how I could see them for myself through the telescope he gave me that i was going to be an astronomer.

      Then the Mylos came, and that dream became even bigger. I was no longer content at the idea of peeking at the universe from our remote corner. I wanted the chance to see the constellations of other worlds, to learn their stories, and see the far flung reaches in person. With their presence, all seemed possible. The idea that I could have an alien Prince Charming who could be by my side as I did so? Even better! I just had to wish upon a star, take that test, and I just knew all my wildest dreams would come true.

      Yorix

      Getting matched and married turned out to be the easy part. Being a food replicator tech had not prepared me for the force of nature that was my bride. I relished the challenge that the joy of being her mate brought, though, so all was well. Until it wasn’t, all thanks to the bright idea I’d had for our honeymoon. Take her to see the beautiful rainbow hued nebula from the outpost station on the boundaries of Galactic Council space? Sounds perfect, right? It would have been, but then they came and stole her away.

      As the stars are my witness, I will not stop until I have her back in my arms.
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      “Are you sure about this, Lynnie?” Mom asked me as she added milk to her coffee and began stirring it.

      “It’s the only way,” I replied emphatically. “I can study regular astronomy at a state school and take out loans, or I can apply for the scholarship while applying to the Exo-Astronomy course that the Mylos themselves are offering.”

      “But there's a chance you’ll be matched to one of them,” she pointed out. She took a breath, exhaling slowly before continuing. “It’s not that I don’t think they are fine people. It’s just that you won’t have met your future husband beforehand.”

      “That’s right, honey,” Daddy said. “They have you take that test, run your DNA sample, and if you’re matched, that’s it. They call the fella on down, and then you meet him. And it’s forever.”

      “I want what you two have,” I told them both. “And you two moved in together the week after you met, then got married what, three months later?”

      “Yeah, Dad,” my brother Sam said with a snort. “You and Mom are always all, ‘It was love at first sight’, and  ‘As soon as I saw him I knew he was the one’.”

      “And I’ll definitely know he’s the right one,” I added, “because he’ll be my scientifically proven perfect match. No nasty surprises, because if we weren’t perfect for each other, we’d not have been matched.”

      Mom bit her lower lip, throwing a look at Daddy that said “bail me out here”.

      He cleared his throat, looking and sounding resigned. “They’ve not had anyone ask to be separated.”

      Mom threw him a look of betrayal.

      “You’ll be so far away!” she wailed.

      Sam rolled his eyes. “She’ll be in orbit, and it’s what? A two or three hour ride at most, free of charge, on one of their shuttles?”

      “And when we do class trips to observe stars and planetary systems up close, it’ll almost be like I’m in Europe or something,” I reassured her. “Super fast to get back, as if I were riding on the QE2 instead of flying. And we’ll be able to talk using their comms.”

      She sniffed. “You’d better. And if he treats you wrong, you better tell us.”

      “I don’t care if he's a seven foot alien who thinks he's some kind of hot shit warrior,” Daddy declared. “I’ll make him regret ever upsetting my baby girl.”

      This time, I rolled my eyes. “Thanks, but I’m not a little girl anymore. I’m an adult with an Associate’s Degree in Physics.”

      “You’ll always be our baby,” Mama replied.

      “Gee, what am I, chopped liver?” Sam muttered.

      Daddy reached over and ruffled his hair. “You’re our star roller hockey player!” he announced proudly.

      Sam snorted. “Yeah, okay. Not the same, but yeah.”

      Mama turned her gaze to him with laser focus. “My last baby at home,” she said, and now Sam’s eyes widened comically as he realized the position he’d just put himself in. “You should come with me and Marietta to the plant nursery.”

      “I’ve got practice,” Sam hurriedly said.

      “I didn’t say when,” Mama replied archly. “And I’m positive your other sister would love to see you. You’re always out.” She glanced over at me. “You can come as well. One last outing with all my ducklings before another one swims away to make her own nest.”

      God, my mother was terribly dramatic. That didn’t stop me from loving both her and the rest of my family like crazy, though.

      “Sure. How about we stop at that cat cafe on the way home? I hear they make killer scones.”

      Mama beamed at me. “That sounds wonderful! I’ll call Marietta and make the arrangements.”

      Daddy watched as Mama hurried back towards their bedroom, her slippers making a soft slapping sound as she walked across the tiled floor. We all knew what she was going to do, sit down in front of her vanity and start unrolling the heated curlers she’d put in before starting breakfast, while she asked Siri to call our older sister Marietta. Then the two of them would have a chin wag while Mama teased, brushed, and sprayed her hair, then cleaned her face with her beloved Ponds cold cream, then moisturized with Oil of Olay, before starting on her makeup.

      Mama was old school like that. She used what her own Mama used, and her mama before her. She kept buying Sam and me Noxema to use as we had ‘young skin that might get the breakouts’. It worked fine and I rather liked the tingly feeling, so I was fine with it. Apparently, you didn’t get to graduate to Ponds until you reached twenty-six, which Marietta was about to do. I happened to know that Mama already had both a Ponds and Oil of Olay gift set she got in an after Christmas clearance sale stashed for Marietta’s birthday.

      Which was why Daddy waited until Mama was out of earshot to ask me what he really wanted to know.

      “You aren’t going to take that test before Marietta’s birthday, are you?”

      “No, Daddy. I’m going to go the day after the party.”

      He nodded. “That sounds good. Marietta and your Mama will be out spending the gift cards your granny, aunts, and uncle sent. Are you telling her before they go?”

      I shook my head no. “I figured it was best to confirm I was going to do it, which I’ve just done as she brought it up. Then go while she’s out having a good time shopping and looking at baby stuff with Marietta.”

      He grunted, taking another slice of toast and buttering it. “You're probably right. Just, if you do happen to get matched, please have them call me on my cell. That way, we aren’t waiting for you to come home and then find out when you don’t.”

      I stood up, leaning over to kiss him on his cheek.

      “I will, Daddy. Either way, I’m planning to head straight on up if I can. I want to get used to life within the Fleet before classes start.

      He nodded as he chewed. “Mmhmm.” he swallowed. “Sounds sensible. Always told you, get the lay of the land before moving forward.”

      “Can I have your old telescope?” Sam asked me.

      “No,” I said, looking at him askance.

      “Not the one Granddaddy gave you. The other one.”

      “You mean the one I look out from the backyard with?”

      “Yeah. You’ll have something even better as a new one, so that’s your new old one.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, okay. You can have that one. I’m taking the other one.”

      “Your granddaddy would be so proud of you.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, I think so too.”

      He’d discovered a comet back when he worked at William Thaw. I hoped I made a mark like he did. Maybe even a planet! Or a moon, even. Thanks to the arrival of the Mylos and their new Exo Astronomy and Astrophysics course, the possibilities felt endless.
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      Concord grape. This was the flavor and texture profile I was trying to enter into the food replicator database. If only it were as simple as having the food scanned and the molecular structure copied! Instead, that was part of the process, but the end result lacked finesse. And if that wasn’t enough, I had to have it match different flavor and texture profiles as jam, jelly, and juice by different manufacturers, as we had signed contracts with them at the request of several of our human residents. At the moment, I was working on ‘Goober Grape’, which was a two part product giving me twice the headache, as I not only had to get the grape jelly just so, but the peanut butter component as well. At least someone else was responsible for recreating the jarred presentation so the Space Force human contingent aboard Ichthos Station could purchase it from their Commissary without it having to travel halfway across the Galaxy.

      I loved my job, I really did, but reiterations of the same basic foodstuffs quickly became tedious. Perhaps if I had not just finished recreating Skippy, Jif, and Peter Pan peanut butters in all their variations, I’d not be quite so frazzled. This Goober Grape’s peanut butter had a completely different consistency and taste from all the others, as did the grape jelly portion, which my coworker Zebulaw could attest to.

      “It’s the same fruit source,” he said, “but the levels of sugar and the consistency are different from the Welch’s grape jelly on file.” His shoulders slumped. “There’s a Goober strawberry next in the queue, but at least once I have the peanut butter portion cracked, we just need to deal with the strawberry jelly portion. Okay, I’ve sent my current set of refinements to you to add your changes to.”

      “You think that’s bad?” Hazzlehop called out from his own station. “I’m having to determine the minute differences between Robert’s brand bread and every other white bread we already have on file! Several of the Space Force wives are from the UK and want their favorite brand of bread. And after this, I have to figure out something called Kingsmill 50/50, which is yet another bread, only half wholemeal flour.”

      Procil growled from the corner where he was hunched over a tray of samples. “Dinty Moore beef stew!” he added simply, picking up the tray. “Now, excuse me, please, while I see if human taste test consensus is that one of these matches the product exactly.”

      “Good luck!” I called out to him. Poor Procil had been working on that particular project for the past two weeks. Each and every time, the humans who tried the samples found minor faults.

      “Hopefully this is it,” I said, adding my file update to the one Zbulaw sent me for the peanut butter half of the food, then instructing the replicator manually to produce a set of samples in the form of Goober Grape spread on Wonder bread.

      “Yeah?” Zebulaw asked, his expression brightening. “We’re ready to test again now as well?”

      “As soon as we hand make a sandwich using the originals from Earth,” I confirmed just as my kunnarskyn vibrated and chirped to let me know I had an urgent message. Puzzled, I checked to see what it was. My eyes widened, and I stood up, thrusting my chair behind me so hard that it toppled, crashing loudly onto the floor.

      “What is it?” Zebulaw asked, startled.

      “I bet I know!” Hazzelhop called out.

      “I’ve been matched!” I shouted.

      “Go!” Zebulaw told me. “I’ll make the control samples. You go meet your mate!”

      I gave him a terse nod before hurrying out the door of the lab. I had a mate! One that I was supposed to ride down to meet with another who had also been matched at the same time, at the same Scholarship center. Were they siblings, or perhaps best friends? I didn’t know, but I knew the attached file would soon tell me. I was halfway to the shuttle bay when I noticed that I still had on my lab coat and hair covering. Laughing at myself, I made a quick detour to my quarters. I quickly divested myself of the food lab gear and tidied my hair. I had to look my best after all, in order to give my mate the very best of first impressions. I picked up my personal data pad, wishing to use it to better read the attached information file.

      “Okay, what is it Bosworth always says?” Bosworth was one of the humans in my weapons training class. “Ah, yes, keep calm and whatever.” I stood tall, squaring my shoulders. “Keep calm and go meet my destiny.” Surprisingly enough, that did help steady my nerves, at least enough that my hearts weren’t hammering against my ribs anymore. “Time to go,” I told myself, wondering if my mate would find me sometimes talking to myself out loud odd or endearing. I was about to find out, I realized, and with hearts overflowing with joy, left to go to the shuttle bay. I found my pilot waiting for me, all ready to go.

      “As soon as you're strapped in, we can go,” he said.”It’s just you as it turned out the other two were already on planet.”

      I nodded, striding up the ramp. I sat down in the first passenger seat I came to and began the process of buckling myself into the harness. I grinned to myself, knowing that the next time I did this, my mate would be by my side.

      “Alright, looks like we’re ready to go,” my pilot said, as the door to the shuttle closed and he clicked the last of his own harness buckles together. He began conversing with Xeranos, getting final permission to lift off and the flight path we were to follow to clear the Fleet. I felt the engines come on, and the small bump from beneath our craft as the air cushion it rested on dispersed, and we achieved vertical ascension. Then we were off, flying through the open hangar doors.

      “It’ll take us about an hour,” he informed me.

      I swallowed. It seemed both far too soon and far too long. I turned on my data pad to read my mate’s profile. I gazed down at her face. Lynn. A melodic name for such a divine looking being. I stared at her image for several minutes before reminding myself that I needed to read the rest of the information and not simply drink her in. There'd be plenty of time for me to take in her beauty once I was there with her. I began to read her bio, wishing to know all that I could about the stunning Lynn before we met. Down on the blue and white planet with bits of green and brown, I hoped she was doing the same for me.
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      Marietta’s party is actually lunch at Red Lobster. Marietta’s husband, George, had gone into work earlier for some minor emergency or another, so they’d arrived in separate cars. Thus, none of us was surprised when Marietta opted for a mocktail instead of her usual boozy treat. That didn’t stop Mama, however, from giving her a wink and saying, “You know when you finally get around to giving me a grandbaby, that’s all you’ll drink until it’s weaned.”

      Marietta gave a funny sort of laugh, her eyes seeking out George’s in supplication.

      “We know, Mama. If Marietta’s ever pregnant, she won’t be drinking.”

      “If?” Mama pounced onto his word choice hard. “Surely it’s more of a when! She’s twenty-six now, so if she gets pregnant right away, she’ll be nearly twenty-seven before that baby’s born! Then a year in between like they recommend, so she’d be twenty nine the next time or there abouts, meaning she’d be over thirty when their next baby’s born if you decide to have three.”

      “Mama,” Marietta interjected. “Did I tell you about my new manager? She’s awfully nice, but when she said my name, I almost didn’t realize she was talking to me. She called me ‘Mary-etta’ and I had to explain to her that it's said ‘Marie-ta’.  She apologized and laughed and said she’d remember because it kinda sounded like her favorite drink, a
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