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      Commander Tellan gazed about the room one last time, making certain he had not left anything behind that he’d intended to bring back to the ship. There hadn’t been much, as most of his personal belongings were already onboard, with only travel essentials necessary for his shore leave having made the trip with him. Satisfied that he’d not forgotten anything of value, he padded silently to the vehicle outside, not wishing to disturb his sleeping parents.

      His mother would make a tearful scene, as always, and his father would be as awkward as ever, torn between being the concerned parent and the experienced, albeit now retired, admiral of the Exploratory Fleet. He’d said his goodbyes the night before during the small family dinner. There was no need to drag things out. He gave a quick nod to the pilot, and the personal sized shuttle began the glide away from the house in stealth mode, engines on silent.

      Once they’d reached the designated aerial lift zone, the shuttle’s engines came on at full throttle, and they began to climb higher. Now no longer skimming above the ground like an old fashioned hovercraft, it entered the airspace designated for long distance travel.

      Tellan watched as the pilot informed the planetary AI of their desired destination.

      Their request was instantaneously relayed to the transport AI who immediately sent their designated path to the shuttle. The pilot relaxed, his sole job now to keep an eye on the craft’s systems and watch for unexpected obstacles that might require his skill to avoid a collision.

      Twenty-two minutes later, Tellan disembarked,  a small grav pallet bearing his belongings already on its way to his ship.

      The pallet was ferried along by one of his own crewmen who had met the shuttle.

      This part of the passenger terminal was less busy than the civilian area, allowing good time to be made as he crossed the docks to where his own ship was berthed.

      He paused for moment to admire her. Galactic Wonder was a ship for exploration and first contact, built to be unintimidating yet fully capable of defending itself, especially against a less technologically superior force.

      Such as these humans. Initial long-term observations show they tend to be reactionary in nature but their weapons capability easily countered by the light armament of the Explorer class starships. They are apparently also curious and hungry for knowledge, which hopefully will help temper their response when we reveal ourselves and attempt to open negotiations. I just hope I don’t let everyone down. The scouts’ reports on the genetic and cultural compatibilities looked especially promising.

      Straightening his uniform shirt, he squared his shoulders and strode forward to his new command.
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      Tellan sighed before pouring himself a glass of the whiskey the UK prime minister had gifted him. His quarters were full of such gifts as each of the nations vied for his favour, seeming to believe they could translate gestures of goodwill into advantages unavailable to other nations of their world. The liquid burned pleasantly as it made its way down his throat and into his stomach.

      No matter how many times we explain it to them, the leaders all seem to think we will limit tech and scientific knowledge according to individual trade agreements. I don’t envy Padmar his task. He grimaced, recalling the frustration Padmar had expressed after his last meeting with several of Earth’s leaders. The Chief Negotiator had tried, once more, to get the human leadership to accept that the deal being offered was the same for all nations.

      The only individual deals would be business related, made when the Bride Fleet arrived and arrangements for goods to be shipped for Fleet use were made. Later some social arrangements might also be made, for workers and recreation. Those, too, would be negotiated by the Bride Fleet Commander. If we ever come to an agreement so that we can dispatch the Fleet, that is, he told himself.

      “Captain Tellan,” the ship’s AI said. “Chief Padmar wished me to alert you that he has just received a signed declaration from the Earth body known as The United Nations.”

      Tellan blinked in surprise. “Hatrin, please open a vidcomm to Chief Padmar.”

      “Opening vidcomm now,” Hatrin acknowledged. Immediately a section of wall in front of Tellan changed to a video display, the embedded circuitry making this possible. Padmar’s pleased expression filled the viewscreen.

      “Padmar here,” he said. “I thought you would want to know immediately.”

      “Indeed. I thought they would continue posturing and vying for national advantages for some time yet.”

      “I am as surprised as you, but it seems I had not accounted upon their penchant for listening to celebrities. A popular actor in a long-running space exploration video series enthused about the possibilities we bring and it caused the public to demand that the governments ‘get Star Trekking’. Several of the more prominent national factions have leadership elections looming, and I believe they wished to use their support of our deal to secure re-election.”

      “So, they have signed a declaration of intent?”

      “They’ve actually held a vote and signed the agreement. Our scientists and educators may begin assessing appropriate levels of knowledge and tech to share with them and begin setting up the mate-matching programs.”

      That was indeed quite good news. “I shall send a comm back to Mylos immediately. Send my kunnarskyn a copy of the signed agreement along with your personal observations and recommendations.”

      “Yes, sir. I shall have those to you within a few hours. There is one thing you should be aware of, though, sir.” Tellan schooled his features. If there was one thing he knew, it was that those words never boded well. Something that was backed up by the uncharacteristic nervous edge to Padmar’s voice and sudden change in demeanour. He said nothing in reply, merely giving a slight cock of the head in question, indicating for Padmar to continue. “The agreement,” Padmar steeled himself visibly before speaking his next few words, “requires you, and later the Bride Fleet Commander, once handover to the Fleet is completed at our departure, to act as the official voice of the Council. This means that all further plans and negotiations are to go through you, personally.”

      Tellan stared. “Whose idea was that?” he roared. Of all the bad ideas that a politician could possibly defecate, this has to be the absolute worst. I handle explorations and pass on reports the Admiralty and Council, not do the job of the very capable Trade Emissary assigned to my command.

      “The humans, sir. I tried to explain how we work, but they insisted, and when I spoke to the Trade Emissary Adjunct to ask for further guidance on how to sway their understanding, he spoke to someone on the Council, who spoke to more members of the Council…” Padmar’s shoulders slumped.

      Tellan sighed. “And they had it put into the agreement as the humans desired. It can’t be helped then.”

      “No, sir. But the Council insisted on adding a clause to that requirement. Our ship’s AI is to choose one human from among the many who wish to work with you and help us design the best possible knowledge trade as well as how to handle the bride matching service.”

      “So it won’t have to be a politician?”

      Padmar grinned. “No, sir. It doesn’t.”

      “In fact,” Hatrin said, the AI breaking into the conversation, “I can guarantee it will not be. This person needs to have the honest wish to best benefit their species as a whole, regardless of political faction. To eliminate suspicions of bias, all politicians and anyone working for them in any way are exempted.”

      Tellan nodded. That was something, at least.
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      Laurel wiped the last plate dry and passed it to her sister, Marie.

      Marie’s twelve-year-old daughter, Charlotte was insisting that she could go to university and get recruited to work for MI 5. “Or maybe 6,” she said.

      “Mum, she thinks she’s going to be all cool, like James Bond. They won’t want a wazzock like Charlotte, tell her,” Charlotte’s older brother, Kieran, said.

      “If she studies hard, she can become anything she wants to be. She could even maybe go into space with those aliens, making sure they’re on the up and up. Or maybe go explore more galaxies or whatever with them,” Marie informed her son as she put the plate in the cupboard with the rest of them. “And don’t call your sister a wazzock. I’ve told you about picking on her. You’re fifteen, not seven. Now, go take out the rubbish for your nan and put the bin out at the kerb for her. Bin day is tomorrow.”

      Kieran pulled a face, but did as he was told.

      Charlotte followed him.

      Laurel and Marie exchanged fond but exaggerated glances. The siblings had been at it all day, only stopping after their grandmother admonished them for disrupting Sunday lunch with their antics. Laurel hung the damp tea towel to dry on the oven door handle. “Tea?” she asked her sister, seeing their mother had fallen asleep in front of the TV again.

      “Yeah, go on,” Marie said, taking two mugs from the mug tree on the counter and placing a tea bag in each one. “I think Mum’s asleep, so she won’t be needing one just yet.”

      “Yeah, she is,” Laurel replied, checking the water level in the kettle and seeing it was at an acceptable level before switching it on.

      “So, what do you think of these aliens then?”

      “The Mylos?” Laurel scrunched her face up in thought. “Well, I think if they wanted to kill us all or enslave us, they’d have sent a lot more ships and been done with it. As for wanting to set up a bride exchange, I just don't know. I mean, they look human enough, pretty damned hot actually from the ones I’ve seen on TV, but how would that work? Like, a dating service or what?” The kettle came to a full boil, and she lifted it from its base and poured the water over the tea bags.

      Marie pushed the sugar bowl to her after she returned the kettle to its base. “I take two,” she reminded Laurel.

      “I know, I know. Only been making tea with you for years.”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me. Thirty-five is behind me now, and I’m looking at forty.”

      Laurel laughed. “Your thirty-sixth birthday was only the day before yesterday.”

      Marie reached for her tea, fished out the tea bag, and added milk. “Easy for you to say, Miss Only Twenty-eight and Looks Even Younger.”

      Laurel preened in jest. “What can I say? Some of us were just born to be gorgeous.” The two sisters laughed and took seats at the small kitchen table. “About the Mylos, though, have you seen those online quizzes about them?” She giggled. “I took one.”

      “Oh yeah? Which one?”

      “It’s on my wall, wait, I’ll go on and tag you. It’s kinda long and asks all sorts of questions, but the results are a hoot. It asks all about policy ideas, fave foods, which actor I find sexy, whole lotta random stuff. So I answered them all, and it told me I was ‘an Absolutely Stellar Trade and Education Emissary’. Made me think of those guys on Deep Space Nine, the ones that ran the bar, only, you know, not misogynistic or with a face like a smacked arse.”

      Marie giggled. “Yeah, tag me later. I want to see what I get. Maybe I’ll get to be a starship captain.”

      “Mum,” Charlotte called, coming inside. “Can I go to the park? Angel asked me,” she asked, waving her mobile.

      “Be back here by six,” Marie replied. “I want to leave for home then. And go tell your father before you go.”

      Laurel silently listened as she picked up her phone and opened the app so she could tag her sister for the quiz.

      “Okay,” Charlotte answered, heading into the lounge where her father sat watching the TV, the volume down so as to not wake up her grandfather. “Kieran said to tell you he’s gone to the shop.”

      “For what?”

      “Ice cream.”

      “Ah, okay.” Marie shook her head and addressed Laurel. “We only just finished a big dinner, complete with pud. I don’t know where he puts it.”

      “Probably about to have another growth spurt,” Laurel allowed.

      “Quite likely and damn, I just bought him new school trousers and shoes.”
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      Laurel exited the tube station, grateful that at this time on a Sunday evening neither the tube nor the pavements were crowded. She hurried towards the steps of her flat, only slowing down when she saw the area about it was cordoned off and uniformed officers were redirecting pedestrians and traffic.

      Shit. Did one of my neighbours get murdered or something? She wracked her brain trying to think of who in the small block of flats was most likely to become a victim of foul play. There were only five flats, four above, and the one in the basement. She came up blank. All of her neighbours were friendly people who kept mostly to themselves.

      An officer came towards her, looking at her intently.

      Wait. They’re looking for me?

      “Laurel Chin?” the young officer asked.

      “Yes, is something wrong? Did something happen?”

      The officer gave her a reassuring smile. “Nothing like that. Someone is waiting to meet you. Your landlord let them in to wait for you.” The officer leaned into his radio and toggled it on. “Sir, I’ve got Laurel Chin here with me. I’ll escort her up.”

      “We’ll be waiting,” came the reply.

      My landlord let them in? Who? What’s with all the police? Her mind swam, and goosebumps crawled along the nape of her neck and arms. Her question was answered the moment she saw just who was sitting on her couch. She gaped. “Prime Minister? And Commander…Talon, was it?”

      “Tellan,” the tall man corrected, his accent almost, but not quite, sounding American.

      Probably learned English through all those TV shows we just beamed into space all these years. “Sorry, Tellan,” she repeated.

      Prime Minister Simms stood. “I’m sure this comes as quite a shock. We felt this would be better discussed in surroundings familiar to you.” The P.M. turned to a young man in a suit who hovered off to one side. “Ian, can you please go make us some tea?”

      Laurel stared as the young man disappeared into her tiny kitchen to make tea. Thank heavens I cleaned up after breakfast in there, and cleaned the flat yesterday.

      “Please, take a seat,” the P.M. Said to her firmly.

      That sounded like a most excellent idea, Laurel decided. She was feeling a bit peculiar. Once she was ensconced in her favourite armchair, the P.M. addressed her once more.

      “First of all, I want you to know that you have the backing of our entire nation as well as the rest of the world.”

      I do? For what?

      Simms continued on. “It’s such an honour to have one of our own chosen as the Trade and Education Emissary to the Mylos.”

      Hold up now. Did she just say “the Trade and Education Emissary”? As in that quizz’s “Congratulations! You’re an Absolutely Stellar Trade and Education Emissary? That was just one of those dumb quizzes, wasn’t it? They come across my feed all the damned time!

      “I am looking most forward to working with you. I was sent a copy of your replies and found them most interesting. I’m certain that together, we shall find the right level of education and tech to share with your world, the best way to disseminate it, and come up with a workable way for Mylos males to meet their perfect matches,” Tellan said.

      “I’m no matchmaker or trade whatever,” Laurel blurted. “I’m just Laurel Chin, waitress at my family’s Caribbean-Chinese fusion restaurant in Chinatown!”

      Prime Minister Simms stood up. “Oh, there’s no mistake. You took the quiz, and their ship’s highly developed AI selected you. You’re Earth’s Trade and Education Emissary and Tellock’s perfect match.”

      Tellan stepped forward and took her hand in his. “I was not expecting you to also be my mate. It brings me great joy to know this is so; that my long years alone are now over.”

      Laurel jerked her hand back. “What? Mate? Match? Are you people trying to marry me off?”

      Simms looked away, unable to meet her eyes. “I’m sorry” she said, a touch of remorse evident. “But it’s done. The officers will escort you to the Commander’s shuttle. You can take your budgies with you. They’ll help you transport their cage. Anything else of yours, you can put in a list and arrangements will be made.

      Laurel stared at her. Well, shit. Guess I really don’t get a choice in this, huh? I can’t blame the alien, this is obviously how his people do things. I best act calm and reasonable, go along, and get him to understand that he has to let me go.
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      Tellan’s reservations about being the Council’s point man were nothing in comparison to the disquiet he felt when his kunnarskyn pinged with an alert all Mylos knew: the mate match notification. His first reaction was disbelief. Why have I been matched? I haven’t entered my profile into any matching service database as of yet, nor has the Council pulled it for such, as far as I know. His next was dismay. I’m on a delicate assignment. If leave now to go back and claim my bride, it could have serious repercussions here. Even a few days absence before returning could be catastrophic. His curiosity won out, though.

      A perfect match was rare enough that it was unheard of to refuse one. Not only that, but the emotional response to knowing one’s mate was near often triggered the biological one. Often, just seeing an image of the mate with the knowledge they were yours caused the mating display to engage. And once engaged, the physical changes increased, lacing a strain on the body until it became a mate or die scenario.

      He opened the message. His breath caught. His mate was the most beautiful human he’d ever seen, with light brown skin and dark eyes. Her bio said she was a British citizen, a Jamaican of Hakka descent whose family immigrated to the United Kingdom during something called Windrush. How he came to be matched also became abundantly clear. He mentally chastised himself. He should have been more suspicious. Hatrin had been instructed by the Mylos Council to search among the best candidates for a possible mate match for him. Fate had smiled and found he did indeed have one among the possibles.

      A chill swept under his skin, quickly chased by a fiery itch along his veins. He knew without looking that his scales were making an appearance. More changes were coming. There was nothing for it, he’d have to go down to the planet and claim his Bride. He swallowed. She’ll be as shocked, if not more, at both pieces of news. After all, it was a billion in one chance, right? Dread seized him. What if she rejected him? These humans had only just learned that life beyond their solar system truly did exist, and that it was intelligent. Would she be able to overlook their cultural and physical differences and embrace him wholeheartedly? He shook himself mentally. Of course she would. The matching process took in the mate’s psychological profile, after all. Any xenophobia would have ruled her out.

      He tapped his kunnarskyn, sending notification of his acceptance and opened the diplomatic channel to the United Kingdom’s Prime Minister.

      She answered immediately. “Emissary Taryn! It is such an honour to discover that the first bride is one of our very own flowers of Britain,” Prime Minister Simms said.

      Tellan blinked. Was the translator not working properly? Flower? And why did this woman always seem to get his name wrong?

      “I understand that there is a biological necessity for Mylos to, uh, claim their bride without delay. Is it correct of me to assume you will be shuttling down soon?”

      “I am leaving my quarters as of this moment,” he confirmed, exiting his rooms, his long legs eating up the distance between his quarters and the shuttle bay quickly. “We shall be using the pre-agreed upon landing coordinates you listed for your country. Please make sure your military expects us so that we may land without incident.”

      He could hear furious whispering. He shook his head. He really shouldn’t have had to ask her to ensure their safety. One of the points of negotiation would be blanket access as long as the correct codes and a destination were submitted prior to takeoff. Said destinations being specific locations in various places around the globe, where potential brides could register their data to see if they had a match among the Bride Fleet that would follow. It was a point of contention. The humans had agreed to the program in exchange for knowledge but had not yet agreed as to specific locations for the registry offices. The result was that, at present, all shuttles had to request clearance to land at designated military bases.

      “Uh, Emissary Tellan, sorry for the delay. Your bride match lives in London and to avoid any unfortunate delays in your bringing her, err, home, it was suggested that you land closer than Lakenheath. Your pilot should take you to RAF Northolt, instead. I am having the Defense Minister notify them now, and they’ll contact your ship within the next several minutes to give the necessary coordinates.”

      Of course this wasn’t going to go simply. He gritted his teeth, entering the shuttle bay. “It needs to be within the next ten minutes of your time measurements, because I am about to board my shuttle now.”

      “Oh!” he heard her squeak. “Dorien, forget contacting Monty. Just get the base commander on the line for me right now!” she hissed at someone in her office, unmindful that he could hear her.

      “Thank you very much for the kind consideration,” he told her. “I assume I will be meeting you there at this RAF Northolt?”

      “Ah, yes?” her answer sounded more like a question, but he let that slide. “As soon as I’m off the line, I’ll be taking my car to go meet you.”

      “Excellent. I shall let you get on with what you need to do to ensure a safe landing and claiming.” He ended the communication, stopping outside the shuttle he spied a pilot finishing a flight pre-check. “Are we ready?” he called out to the pilot.

      The pilot turned around and snapped to attention. Offering a salute, fist to chest then hand pulled back and fist opened. “Yes, Ambassador!”

      “The humans will be sending new landing coordinates,” Tellan informed him, “within the area known as London, England, United Kingdom. We can expect to receive those in several minutes.”

      “It will not delay our takeoff,” the pilot said, lowering the ramp for them both to board. “I do not need the specific location until we arrive in the general location.”

      Tellan grinned. “I’m sure if we arrive above London and they have not yet contacted us, they will do so as soon as they see us.”

      The pilot grinned back. “Without a doubt.”
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      The humans had not gotten the coordinates to them within the promised span of time. Tellan was not surprised by this. So far, the name of the game had been delay, delay, delay. The humans seemed fond of what they called red tape, though as far as he understood it, there was no actual tape involved. He wondered if at one time there had been and wondered how it would have been applied. They had managed to get the landing details to them before they could be seen by the naked eye over British airspace, though.

      The female official in charge of his bride’s country, Prime Minister Alison Simms, greeted him with a nervous smile. He sensed something was not quite right and studied her intently. Yes, by her body language and that of her aides, they were hiding something.

      “Hello, Emissary Tollin,” she called out, her tone one of false cheer. “So glad to meet you in these circumstances.” She ushered him towards her official land vehicle, a primitive thing with four wheels that ran along the ground.

      Her driver held the door open, and she climbed into the backseat, scooting over so he could get in after her.

      “Thank you,” he replied, not correcting her on his name. “Is there anything wrong with the other door?” he asked, taking the proffered seat.

      The driver closed the door.

      “What?” She coloured, a pink flush darkening her fair skin as she understood what he meant. “Oh, no, just trying to save us some time.”

      He nodded, though he didn’t see how the few seconds it would have taken to walk around to the other side of the vehicle and get in was any kind of significant time savings.

      The driver took his seat and started the car, then pulled away slowly. Once clear of the landing field, the vehicle began to pick up speed.

      “Your bride wasn’t at home but I have people locating her as we speak,” she informed Tellan.

      “She was not at the registry?” he asked puzzled. While no Mylos operated registries were in existence yet, he had been of the understanding that the human governments were using official offices for the potential brides to enter their data.

      “Well, about that…” The Prime Minister looked uncomfortable. “We couldn’t outright just ask our women to come register. We had to make certain they would be interested and then if they were a match, let them know. We didn’t understand until after the program was underway that the matching Mylos groom would be notified immediately and that it was such a life or death scenario.”

      “I see.”

      “We believed our women would have the ability to decide if they wanted to get to know their match, date, that sort of thing. Like a human dating service,” she said helpfully.

      The sinking feeling had returned. “My mate does not know I am coming, does she?”

      Her expression told him everything he needed to know.

      “I am not even going to ask how you got the potential brides to hand over the necessary data, but am I also correct in assuming that my mate is unaware that she signed herself up to be a bride?”

      The Prime Minister shook her head slowly in the gesture he had learned meant ‘no’. “She does not. No idea at all.”

      This was bad. This was very, very bad. They passed the rest of the journey to his mate’s place of residence in silence.
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      The area around his mate’s home was blocked off by local security forces. Their car was let through, and they followed one of the officers to an unassuming looking building. It soon became apparent that the building held a dwelling on each floor, one subterranean one and four above ground. His mate lived on the third one above ground.

      An agitated looking female waited for them. “I’m Superintendent Chalmers and this is Morag Simmons from the letting agency,” the officer informed them. “She came with the key to let you in to wait for Ms. Chin to return home. Her neighbours inform us that she visits her mother’s house for Sunday dinner each week and should be back shortly, as she normally returns around this time.”

      The letting agent gave a curt nod and unlocked the door. “Am I free to go now? You’re the P.M. and all, and you’re with the police, so it’s not like you’re going to steal anything,” the woman said with a tremulous smile, her eyes darting to look at Tellan in curiosity.

      He gave her a soft smile.

      Her eyes widened.

      “Yes, you may go, thank you,” Simms told her dismissively.

      The agent did not have to be told twice.

      Simms took a seat.

      Tellan stood, turning about to take in his mate’s home. He’d never seen a human’s personal dwelling before in person and wished to see how his mate had created her personal space. It seemed full of things to look at, mainly small objects of some kind of pottery made to look like one of the small animals that humans often kept as pets. Cats, he believed they were called. A small cage stood on a stand in a corner, two small colourful avians inside. Another type of pet, he believed. He sat down on the other end of the sofa from the Prime Minister. Hopefully, the information was correct and the wait would not be long. He could scent his mate within her home, and it made his skin itch. From the surreptitious looks he was getting from the Prime Minister and the officers who waited with them, he knew his scales must be making an appearance. He blinked to refocus his vision. The change was coming fast indeed if his eyes had already morphed.

      The entrance to the dwelling opened. Tellan felt his breath stutter as he drank in the vision that was his mate. She looked confused.

      She gaped at both Tellan and Prime Minister Simms as they rose to greet her. “Prime Minister? And Commander…Talon, was it?” she asked, disbelief apparent in her tone.

      He smiled and relaxed his giant frame, hoping to appear non-threatening. What is it they say? Ah, yes. It’s crunch time.
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      Laurel listened in disbelief. If she didn’t go with this alien ambassador, commander, emissary, or whatever he was, have sex with him, and remain as his mate, he’d die, and a major interstellar incident would be on her shoulders. The Prime Minister had taken her aside and informed her of this in no uncertain terms. It was all down to her, trade or war, it sounded like. She peered over at the large alien closely examining her budgies, Pip and Pop, while sipping tea from a Rainbow Brite mug one of her nieces had given her. Well, I can’t risk war, she told herself in dismay.

      She says they haven’t threatened anything overtly but let’s be honest. They want brides, they’ll get brides, one way or the other. His government isn’t going to take a no lightly, especially after the UN agreed to supply the brides. My refusal would be seen as betrayal. If the Mylos didn’t react badly to it, the other countries here on Earth certainly would. War to the left of, war to the right, and marriage to the alien ahead of me. She pictured the scene as she’d left her mother’s house earlier, Charlotte waving happily at her from the balcony. I can’t risk the possibility of anything horrible happening to them or anyone else, she told herself firmly.

      “When do we leave?” she asked abruptly, interrupting Prime Minister’s Simm’s spiel on all the ways her family would be rewarded for her efforts on behalf of Great Britain and Earth.

      Tellan turned to face her, relief evident on his face.

      She wondered what he thought of the whole thing. From his reactions, he’d not known what to expect.

      “As soon as you can pack whatever you need to take. Anything else you wish to bring up can be packed and brought to a later shuttle.”

      She nodded. “Just let me pack a couple suitcases and I do wish to take my budgies.”

      “Bug-gees?” he canted his head quizzically. “Ah, your pet avians?” he guessed.

      “Yes, my birds. Pip and Pop come with me now.”

      “It shall be so,” he agreed. He looked at the P.M. “The cage stand is quite large. Perhaps a larger vehicle would be in order?”

      “If I may, Prime Minister?” an officer standing by the closed door offered. “Superintendent Chalmers would probably allow the use of the van we have outside.” The superintendent puffed himself up.

      “Yes, excellent suggestion. If need be, we can also transport the, uh, happy couple, to base. No prying eyes, that way.”

      “That’s an excellent suggestion,” Simms agreed, a calculating look in her eyes.

      Yeah, you can’t wait to get rid of the hot potato, Laurel thought to herself. “I’ll go pack now,” she announced. Hurrying into her bedroom, she pulled two small suitcases from the top of her wardrobe. She paused, wondering what to bring. “Tellan, what is the climate like aboard your ship?” she asked poking her head out of her bedroom door.

      “It is kept at a constant temperature,” he informed her. “In your measurements, it would be a constant 30 degrees.”

      Hot summer temperatures, then. “I don’t suppose our quarters could be cooled?’

      “It can be so arranged, yes.”

      She decided to pack summer wear anyway. It wasn’t as if she was going to ask for their rooms to be turned into a winter wonderland or anything like that. She tossed in her undergarments, summer pyjamas, several t-shirts, shorts, and her favourite jeans in one suitcase. In the other, she put smart casual wear and her one all-occasion little black dress. She went into the kitchen, grabbing a handful of plastic shopping bags. Laurel placed her chosen footwear in them before placing them in the suitcase, not wishing to soil the clothes. She closed both suitcases as they were now full. She glanced about looking for something to put her makeup and toiletries in. Seeing nothing, she picked up another plastic bag. In went her cosmetic case, comb and hair pick, and hair products. Next, Laurel took the bag and went into the small bathroom, grabbing her body wash, shampoo, conditioner, razor, and shaving gel. She returned to her bedroom and placed the bag on the bed next to the suitcases. She put her jewelry box and earring tree into another bag, then fumbled trying to take it all into her lounge. She was quickly divested of her burden by the uniformed officer.

      “I’ll just have these taken down to the van,” he told her. She nodded.

      A thought occurred to her. “I have a lot of food. Do I need to take it or?”

      “We will be able to feed you,” Tellan assured her. “Though you may bring what you have in order to not waste it. Familiar foods may provide comfort, as well.”

      “How do the Mylos cook? You have stoves and pots and pans and things?”

      “In the mess hall, yes. We also have food replicators. I can have them scan your foods so they can be replicated for later,” he assured her.

      “In the mess hall, huh? Okay, so no private kitchen, so no need to bring my pans and things. Just the food.” She returned to the kitchen, Tellan at her heels.

      He wordlessly took a bag from her and held it open.

      Laurel smiled back at his sweet gesture, and began filling it with her tinned and bottled goods. Three bags later, her cupboards, fridge, and freezer were empty. She also thought to pack a tin opener at the last minute.

      “I’m out of bags,” she said, chagrined. “I still need to put Pip and Pop’s things in.” An idea came to mind and she scurried into her bathroom, then returned triumphantly with a small roll of plastic bin bags. “This should work,” she said, pulling a bag off the roll and filling it. Moments later, she was done. There was no more putting it off. “I guess this it,” she said. “Will I get to call my family?”

      “We’ll have them brought to Number 10, you can speak to them before the press conference tomorrow,” Simms informed her.

      “Press conference?”

      “Yes, to announce your marriage and new position,” the P.M. explained, her tone conveying an unsaid ‘of course’.

      “Right. Okay.” Laurel looked at Tellan. His cat-like gaze was unsettling, but not unpleasant. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      He offered his arm.

      She took it and walked out behind the police superintendent and the uniformed officer whose name she never learned. Moments later they were in the van along with her meagre possessions and on their way. She held Tellan’s hand the entire short ride, his firm grip reassuring. When they stopped and the vans doors opened, she stepped out and stared in disbelief. This was the shuttle? Holy shit. Flying saucers are real.
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      Tellan could tell by his mate’s reaction that she’d never seen a Mylos shuttle before. “I understand our shuttles look a bit like a fictional craft from your pre-spaceflight era.”

      “It certainly does,” Laurel replied, swiveling her head. “Not got any little green men in there, do you?”

      “Not at the moment,” he replied soberly.

      She gaped at him then gave a nervous laugh as she decided he was joking.

      He decided to not elaborate. His own scales were rapidly rising and he expected that by the time they reached the ship, their pattern and colour would be fully discernible. Not that they were green. His were a soft, buttery yellow.

      “You had me going for a minute,” she said as their pilot lowered the passenger ramp. She followed him up the ramp and glanced about. “I thought something was missing when I saw the ship from the outside. I know what it is now. I don’t see any windows! How is the pilot going to see where he’s going?”

      “The walls, roof, and floor can be used as view screens as needed,” Tellan informed her. He gestured to a seat. “Here, if you sit down, I’ll assist you with your restraints. They can seem a bit complicated until you get used to them.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, settling down into the indicated seat. The seat moulded and subtly stretched to fit her frame. “Oh my goodness, it’s like the chair hugs you!”

      “It is very good at cradling one against gravitational forces,” he replied, nodding, his hands deftly fastening the straps. Once satisfied, he took the seat next to her and strapped himself in. He’d just completed buckling himself up when the pilot entered the shuttle and took his own seat.

      “We’re cleared for takeoff,” the pilot informed them both.

      Laurel gasped as ‘windows’ appeared before her and Tellan’s seating and a large view screen revealed itself in front of the pilot.

      “There you are, I thought since this is your first trip into space, you might enjoy the view.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Laurel said. “I’ve seen pictures of Earth from space and a couple of shots of your ship up in orbit, but I bet it’s a pale imitation to seeing it in person.”

      “That it is,” the pilot replied, his fingers dancing over the panel in front of him.

      Laurel’s eyes widened as she felt a faint vibration under her feet. A glance out of the ‘window’ showed the ground receding at a fast pace. They’d taken off and her pulse began to race. This was it. It was really happening. She was going into outer space, the first human bride to an alien from outer space, and planet Earth’s first official Trade Emissary to the Mylos.

      “Are you feeling alright?”

      Laurel turned her head at Tellan’s softly voiced question. Her pulse kicked up yet another notch. She wasn’t sure if she should just go on ahead and panic or be sick. They’d told her her mate would have biological changes in response to finding her. A mating display, they’d said. “Are...are those scales?”

      Tellan nodded, holding her gaze.

      “And you’re turning…yellow?”

      He nodded again, then cocked his head to one side, looking at her with quizzical concern.

      “Are you going to stay that way?” she burst out.

      A genuine smile crossed his face, his gaze gentling even further. “Ah. Yes, I do look rather more alien now, don’t I?” he gave a low chuckle, the timbre of it sending a rush of warmth through her core and settling at the apex of her thighs. “This is just the mating display, a holdover from our evolutionary past. Once we mate, it shall recede. My eyes will change to look more like a human’s then, as well.”

      “Oh, okay. Not that I hate it or anything. Just, you looked one way and the next you’d, uh, transformed into, I dunno, Dragon Man.” She glanced away, feeling embarrassed. That had sounded incredibly stupid to her ears. Dragon Man? Really, Laurel?

      Tellan laughed once more. “Are dragons not mythical creatures that kidnap fair maidens and fly them off to their lair?”

      Laurel peeked at him from the side of her eyes. Yep, he was teasing her. She gave him a wry grin in response. “Guess that kinda fits, huh? You’re flying me off and all. Though I’m no wide eyed maiden and there’s no knight gonna come charging out on his white horse after you. I suppose all that knowledge and tech is your treasure.”

      “A worthy treasure, yes? Only instead of hoarding it all, we intend to share.”

      She nodded, then gave a gasp as they broke through the atmosphere and the floor appeared to become transparent, revealing the planet below. “Oh my goodness! The pictures don’t do this any justice,” she whispered. “Oh, we have gravity!”

      “We do. We can share that technology with you. It would be much better for your astronauts’ health, as well as be much more convenient.”

      “Oh, my, yes,” she agreed. She peered at a portion of the floor. A satellite appeared to float past. She turned her head to say something to Tellan about it, to ask if he knew which one it was and who it belonged to, when she spied something else on the pilot’s view screen. “Your ship,” she whispered.

      “We’ll be docking within the next ten of your minutes,” the pilot informed them both.

      The floor made appearance and the ‘window’ before them changed to the same view as the pilot’s.

      She sat entranced as it grew larger, the open docking bay a large maw that promised to swallow their smaller craft like a giant metal beast. It was beyond her wildest dreams. Her panic now long forgotten, she strained to see every detail of their docking. They entered a barely lit cavern, then hovered.

      “We’re waiting for the doors behind us to close, then this area will repressurize, and the airlock doors in front of us will open so that we may land in the shuttle bay.” As he spoke, a light above the doors before them began to flash, then suddenly stopped, staying lit.

      The airlock doors parted and their craft glided slowly into a bay where she could see Mylos in jumpsuits doing what appeared to be maintenance on other craft. The view screens darkened and she heard and felt a small clang as they settled onto the deck. They’d arrived.
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      Tellan tried to see the ship through his new mate’s eyes. The tech crews doing maintenance on the other three shuttles, the not quite familiar technology, the outright unfamiliar. No, alien, he reminded himself. She’d be viewing this all as alien and comparing it to all she knew. He reached for her hand as they crossed the shuttle bay. She gave him a tremulous smile, her courage at facing the unknown filling him with admiration. He led her down the corridor and into the lift.

      She gave a small snort.

      He quirked an eyebrow at her in query.

      “No ‘Beam Me Up Scotty’ stuff, huh?” she tried to explain.

      He gave her an uncomprehending look.

      “You know, Star Trek… no, you don’t know, do you?”

      They reached their floor and the door slid open to reveal the corridor. He gave her hand a gentle, reassuring squeeze as he stepped out of the lift and led her to their quarters. “I do not know indeed, but I am eager to learn.” He palmed their door open and she got her first glimpse of a Mylos living quarters. He hoped she wasn’t disappointed.

      “Oh, wow, this really is Star Trek,” she said, letting go of his hand and turning around in circle. “More Next Generation than classic, though.”

      He felt his anxiety loosen. He had no idea what her words meant but she appeared to be pleased.

      “Oh! Pip and Pop!” she suddenly cried out, her hands going to her face. “I was so wrapped up in geeking out that I forgot my babies!”

      “Our pilot will see them unloaded, along with the rest of your belongings. They will be brought here shortly,” he reassured her. “Everything will first have to be checked for contaminants and your avians…Pip and Pop, rather, will be looked over to make sure they have made the trip safe and healthy.”

      She dropped her hands. “Of course,” she said, relief lighting her features and relaxing her posture. “Duh, I don’t know what I was thinking. It’s kind of like going through Customs back on Earth, at the airport, right?”

      Tellan had heard this comparison before, when negotiating locally sourced foods to supplement the crew’s diets and explaining the after landing screening. Anything that failed the screening was destroyed and a careful log kept, as they refused to pay, even in barter, for goods that were not usable. “Yes, it is similar, I am told.”

      “So, your mess hall chefs, they cook some human food? Or will I have to get permission to use their kitchen?”

      “They will prepare it for you, yes, once a request is made. They have learned to prepare many of your Earth dishes using locally sourced foods. We have already arranged to barter for the foods.”

      “Oh, yeah, I remember hearing something about that. You guys are helping clean up the oceans and lakes and stuff in exchange, right?”

      Tellan nodded. “Yes. When negotiations are complete and the Bride Fleet arrives, they will bring scientists who will help yours solve the pollution of your waters.”

      She took a step towards him, searching his eyes. “So much is riding on our mating. I am furious at how my government tricked me into this, but, and I don’t know why, I am not unhappy to be here with you. I feel drawn to you.” She looked suspicious. “Is it pheromones? You giving me the love hoodoo?”

      “No, just the physical display. Though during our joining, there will be some pheromones, I assure you it is not whatever this hoodoo is. Is this a Star Trek thing?”

      She threw her head back and gave a throaty laugh. “No, it is not a Star Trek thing at all. We really need to find out about getting that for you to watch. It’s a cultural touchstone. You watch it and you’ll understand what people, well, humans anyway, imagine an alien council to be like.” Tellan lifted his wrist and tapped a request for the ship’s AI to locate this Star Trek and bring the files to the ship for him to peruse. The ship’s AI acknowledged receipt and began to source it. “That’s an interesting watch,” Laurel said, watching him. “It’s under your skin and goes up your arm a bit, huh?”

      He looked back up at her. “Oh. It is not a timekeeping piece. That is to say, it does do that, if asked, but it actually a communications device. I tap it and it activates the neural connection. I am then able to indicate if I wish to connect to the ship’s AI or use the neural interface to send a message. I can also read reports and messages that way.”

      “Read reports…what, it like beams them into your brain?” she asked, looking aghast.

      “Something like that,” he said, unsure of how to explain it to someone who had no experience of anything even remotely similar.

      “I don’t have to get one of those things, do I? Because that is a big hell no.”

      He shook his head. “These are only for government officials and military personnel. It is a very invasive procedure and it takes a lot of training to be able to use one. In fact, compatibility is not guaranteed. One must pass tests to not only join their chosen service field, but to see if they will be able to make use of the kunnarskyn.”

      “So, what? If you can’t, you don’t get to have a government job or join your military?”

      “That is correct.”

      “Ugh, I can’t even imagine. Gives me the willies. It’s not, like, I dunno, take over your brain and make you go all cyborg on me is it? Not gonna become a dragon man Terminator thing, right?” He knew she must have taken note of the look of confusion he wore once more as she then asked. “Were you asking that thing to get you Star Trek episodes?”

      “Yes,” he said, relieved to be able to answer her without risking more dismay.

      “You best tell it to get you the Terminator movies, too. And Star Wars. You guys have a military so I’m guessing you have enemies out somewhere and do space battles or whatever. Best see what people will be imagining when you discuss that sort of thing so you can work around it.” She watched him apprehensively as he tapped on his wrist once more.

      A chiming sound prevented them from continuing their conversation any further. “That will be your belongings, including the Pip and Pop avians,” he informed her, turning to answer it. She squealed in delight at the sight of the young Mylos crewman on the other side of the door, holding Pip and Pop’s covered cage aloft. She dashed forward.

      “Thank you, thank you so much!” she gushed, relieving him of his burden. She stepped further into the room once more, quickly finding a side table to pace the aviary on and lifting the cover off. She made kissing noises at the pair. “There’s my little feathered babies. Mama was worried about you, yes she was. This is our new home. You’re the first birdies to live in space. Well, at least on a Mylos vessel, anyways, I think.” She looked up and found Tellan watching her, a bemused expression crossing his features.

      “Everything is indeed well?” he asked her, worried that the containment officer might have overlooked something.

      She beamed at him. “Yes, it is,” she replied.
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      It was true, everything was well with Pip and Pop, and all of her other things appeared to have made the journey safe and sound. It wasn’t until she’d uttered those words that she realised just how that may have come across. What if he thought she meant she was ready to do…things? She hesitated to label those things in her mind. She wasn’t a virgin by any stretch of the imagination, but she also wasn’t the sort of woman who was ready to hop into bed with a relative stranger. She licked her lips and pointed to the sleep alcove’s narrow bed.

      “There’s just the one bed,” she pointed out, hoping he’d catch her drift.

      Tellan frowned. “I am sorry, my mate. I did not even think of such a basic necessity as getting a big enough bed for the both of us.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “One of us could sleep on your sofa. I’m not as large as you, so I’d fit well enough. I’m, um, not ready to just sleep right here with you, yet, having only just met you and all.” She looked at him from head to toe as if measuring his large frame.

      He looked affronted. “That would make me a poor mate to you! I shall request a new bed immediately and use my spare blankets to sleep on the floor. ”

      She stared at him. “There’s no need for that, honestly. The sofa looks plenty comfortable enough for a night or two. Besides, I’d feel terrible and not sleep very well at all, my head would be full of how you’re on the hard floor without a mattress and just a couple of blankets.”

      He regarded her steadily, searching her eyes. His shoulders slumped in defeat. “Very well, I will concede for this sleep period. You should have adequate rest, not lie awake worrying over my comfort.”

      Laurel nodded in satisfaction. “Quite. And for that same reason, your tall ass with muscles, that have muscles, will take the bed while my dainty self takes the sofa.”

      “Very well,” he sighed.

      “Married Mylos share a bed just like most humans, then,” she mused.

      “Yes, we do. It calms our instincts to know that our mate is near and safe while we rest. I will not sleep as deeply as a human, part of me will always be alert for danger. It is an evolutionary holdover,” he explained.

      “And sex? I know we need to do the deed pretty soon because of the, uh, mating display and fever thing,” the words rushed out, “but does it have to be today and how often do Mylos usually have sex?” Laurel closed her eyes in embarrassment. The moment drew out interminably as Tellan did not immediately reply. She opened her eyes to see him looking at her in mild dismay. “It’s not that I don’t think you’re attractive and that I don’t feel this sort of pull from you,” she hastened to reassure him. “I’m just a bit on the tired side and this was a huge surprise.”

      “We can get to know each other a bit better over the next day or two. After that, it is normal for Mylos to mate as often as the couple wish to.” He didn’t elaborate further.

      She decided it best to not push any further, for the moment. “Ah, okay.” She smiled brightly at him. “Getting to know each other better sounds good.”

      He nodded. “While you put your belongings away, I shall make up the sofa. Would you like a shower after? I can show you how to use the controls.”

      “That would be lovely, thank you. I probably should have asked before grabbing all my shampoo and stuff, but do you guys use water to bathe up here?”

      “We do, but this is only a small vessel, so water bathing is limited to twice a week. If you use a water ration today, you may not use another again for at least 3 more days. We use the sonic fresher in between,” he informed her.

      “Sonic fresher? Okay, that sounds interesting. And yes, I’d love a water shower, as long as I’m not depriving you of yours.”

      “You are not. The ship’s AI keeps a record of who has accessed the water controls so that each person gets the correct number of rations.”

      Laurel began to feel overwhelmed as the enormity of it all crashed down hard upon her, more forcefully than before. She felt herself grow distant, everything receding to a pinpoint. Gentle hands grasped her arms and led her several steps before encouraging her to sit down.

      “It will be alright,’ she heard the gentle masculine voice from before say. My mate, her brain supplied. “Just sit here and breathe. In…now out. In…now out. That’s it,” the voice continued. She tried to focus on it, her eyes now screwed tight as she closed the confusion of the world from her and tried to concentrate only on the task of obeying his voice. “In…now out.” She heard the rustling sounds of someone moving away. “And back in again…now out,” it was further away now. She heard him address someone else, her mind ignoring it as it processed that it wasn’t meant for her ears. Moments later, she felt him back besides her. “Good, good, now, can you open your eyes? I have some tea for you.”

      She forced her eyelids apart. She nodded numbly in reply and curled her hands over where his held the mug. He allowed her to lift it with his hand still trapped beneath hers. She took a tentative sip. It was good and the familiar taste of warm, sweet tea flooded her senses.

      “You with me again?” he asked her, worry etched across his features.

      She nodded and took another sip. He tilted his head to one side. “You’re certain?”

      “Tellan,” she whispered. “I married you today and came to live on your space ship.” She removed her hands. “I can hold it on my own now.”

      He turned the mug so that the handle faced her and she gripped it easily.

      She was pleased to note it only wobbled a tiny bit. She took another fortifying sip. Tea really did make things better, she decided. “Twenty-eight years old and I flip out like that,” she chided herself.

      “Given the circumstances, it is understandable,” Tellan reassured her. He stood. “You sit there and drink that. You tell me where you’d like me to place the aviary stand.”

      Laurel glanced about the room. “How about over there?” she pointed to a section of wall where the living room met the kitchenette.

      Tellan moved to comply, then hung the cage upon the stand. “Yes, there is perfect,” she breathed.

      Tellan smiled and reached for one of the shopping bags. He peered inside. “This has Arctic Mint Fresh Breath Tartar Control Save-a-Lot Mouth Rinse, Nefertitti Coconut and Shea Butter-”

      “That goes in the bathroom,” Laurel interrupted, making as if to rise.

      “You finish your tea. I know where the bathroom is. I was just seeing what was in the bag,” he said, turning to take the supplies where they belonged.

      Laurel settled back into the sofa cushions and enjoyed her tea as the room settled back into a sense of normalcy about
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