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The Starstruck Chef


Love, laughter, and danger simmer together aboard The Starstruck Chef, where every dish carries the weight of dreams and the fate of worlds.
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EVANIA LECLAIR HAS always believed food could change lives. She never expected it might change the universe.

Armed with her recipes, a crew of quirky androids, and a pilot with secrets of his own, Eva sets out to bring joy to the stars with her dream ship, The Starstruck Chef. But interstellar cuisine is trickier than she imagined—alien markets hold mysteries, rival chefs play dirty, and magic has a way of slipping into the kitchen.

As passions simmer and danger brews, Eva must discover whether the courage in her heart can match the fire in her oven. Because, in the vast reaches of space, the right dish can open doors...or ignite wars.
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EVA LECLAIR BALANCED on her tiptoes, her tongue caught between her teeth as she positioned the final sugared blossom on the six-tier wedding cake. A thin layer of flour dusted her cheek and speckled her chef’s whites...battle scars from twelve hours of non-stop cooking and baking. Around her, the kitchen pulsed with energy...assistant cooks shouting orders, pans clattering, and ovens beeping their impatient timers. Twenty-four hours’ notice for a three-hundred-guest wedding banquet. It had to be some kind of record, or a recipe for disaster. Maybe both.

“Three degrees counterclockwise, Chef,” the crisp, mechanical voice beside her said.

Eva adjusted the sugar flower accordingly, then stepped back to assess her work. “Thanks, Lotti.”

Her android assistant stood at perfect attention, her chrome plating gleaming under the kitchen lights despite the chaos surrounding them. “The aesthetic symmetry is now at ninety-eight percent optimization,” Lotti announced, her blue eyes glowing with subtle satisfaction.

Eva grinned. “We’ll have to live with that remaining two percent, I’m afraid.”

“Most unfortunate,” Lotti replied, though her thin mouth-line twitched in what Eva had come to recognize as her version of humor.

The bride’s father had called yesterday at 6 AM, frantic that their caterer had absconded with the deposit and was MIA. Eva’s reputation for culinary magic had reached him through a friend of a friend, and he’d offered triple her normal rate. She should have said no. Any sane chef would have. But Eva had never been great at refusing a challenge, and the desperate plea in the man’s voice had cracked something open in her chest.

Now her small catering team scrambled to execute what would normally take weeks of planning. Her sous chef, Diego, spun between three different sauté pans, his tattoo-covered arms moving in a blur. Natalie, her pastry assistant, piped intricate chocolate designs with the focus of a surgeon. The two servers she’d managed to hire on emergency notice darted in and out, grabbing trays of canapés still warm from the oven.

“First course needs to go out in seven minutes,” Eva called, her voice cutting through the din. “Natalie, how are the tartlets coming?”

“Last batch out in two minutes, Chef!”

Eva moved to the central prep table, her fingers flying as she added delicate microgreens to the plates of citrus-cured salmon. Each plate received identical treatment—three precise dots of smoked paprika oil, a dusting of fennel pollen, and a few grains of pink Himalayan salt.

Lotti appeared at her elbow, the trays already organized for maximum efficiency. “Evania, I’ve calibrated the garnish distribution to ensure uniform presentation. May I suggest rotating the salmon forty-five degrees on plates seventeen through twenty-four? The marbling will catch the light more favorably.”

Eva nodded without looking up. “Do it.”

The double doors to the kitchen banged open, and a vision in white tulle and panic burst in. “The champagne!” the bride wailed, mascara tracking down her cheeks. “Aunt Josephine is allergic to sulfites, and I just remembered she can’t drink the toast champagne, and the ceremony starts in thirty minutes, and—”

This marked the bride’s fifth kitchen invasion. First had been the flower arrangements, not matching the exact shade of blush in the bridesmaids’ dresses, then the shellfish concern...a cousin’s new boyfriend might be allergic, followed by the cake flavor crisis...what if people hated lavender, and the napkin fold emergency...swan, not fan.

Eva set down her tweezers and wiped her hands, adopting the calm smile she reserved for clients on the edge of meltdown. “Claudia, breathe. We have sulfite-free sparkling rosé already chilled. I noted your aunt’s allergy from our call yesterday.”

The bride’s shoulders slumped in relief. “You did? But I don’t remember—”

“It’s my job to remember these things,” Eva assured her, steering her gently toward the door. “Everything is under control.”

“The bride’s cortisol levels appear dangerously elevated,” Lotti observed, her head tilted in analysis. “Perhaps we should administer a sedative to avoid further panic?”

Eva nearly dropped the tray of canapés she’d just picked up, a snort of laughter escaping before she could clamp it down. The bride’s eyes widened in horror.

“Lotti’s joking,” Eva said quickly, shooting her AI assistant a warning look. “It’s her...unique AI sense of humor. We absolutely do not sedate the clientele.”

“Not without signed consent forms,” Lotti added helpfully.

Eva coughed to cover another laugh. “Why don’t you go and fix your makeup and head back to the groom and your bridesmaids? I promise everything in here is perfect.”

After the bride departed, Eva turned to Lotti, her lips twitching. “Sedatives? Really?”

“I’ve been researching human humor. Exaggeration appears to be a common formula.” Lotti’s eyes blinked in sequence, her equivalent of a shrug. “My timing needs adjustment.”

“Just a bit.” Eva patted her metallic shoulder, leaving a small flour handprint. “But you’re learning.”

With fifteen minutes until service, Eva made her final rounds. She caught a sauce beginning to split and whisked it back to glossy perfection. She adjusted the height of a puff pastry tower by a few millimeters, rotated an edible flower for better color balance, and flicked away an invisible speck of dust from a platter rim.

“Darren, ease up on the salt in that risotto,” she called across the kitchen. “And, Nat, those chocolate curls need to stand taller.”

“Yes, Chef!”

With three minutes to spare, Eva stood at the pass, inspecting each tray of plates as they headed out to the dining room. She dabbed a droplet of sauce from a plate’s edge with the corner of her towel, brushed a strand of hair from her damp forehead, and nodded to herself.

From chaos, she had crafted order. From a near-disaster timeline, she had pulled off what might be the most beautiful meal of her career. The bright green of her eyes reflected in the polished silver domes as servers lifted them in unison.

“Initial service commencing in ninety seconds,” Lotti announced, standing at parade rest beside her. “All preparation tasks completed with ninety-seven-point-three percent efficiency.”

Eva smiled, the tension in her shoulders easing slightly. “Thanks, Lotti. We did it.”

“Correction. You did it, Evania. I merely assisted.”

Eva looked around at her small team, their exhausted but proud faces, at the gleaming plates ready to delight three hundred strangers, and felt that familiar rush, the one that made all the stress worthwhile. Kitchen magic. Her magic.

“All right,” she said, squaring her shoulders. “Let’s feed some wedding guests.”

The reception hall shimmered under crystal chandeliers, light bouncing off gold-rimmed plates and polished silverware. Eva leaned against a pillar for a brief moment, watching as servers glided between tables with her creations. The salmon appetizers drew gasps of appreciation, their colors vivid against the white porcelain plates. She’d survived the kitchen chaos, but the night was far from over. Now came the part where her food had to speak for itself.

Lotti appeared beside her, somehow looking more formal than usual in the elegant surroundings. “The initial course is proceeding with ninety-eight percent positive facial response indicators,” she reported. “Two percent appear to be experiencing seasonal allergies rather than dissatisfaction.”

Eva smiled. “Let’s hope we can maintain those numbers, and stop calling me Evania.”

She pushed off from the pillar and began her circuit of the room. The bride and groom sat beneath an archway of fresh flowers, looking blissfully unaware of the earlier kitchen drama. Eva caught the eye of a server who was holding a tray at the wrong angle and gave a subtle gesture to correct it. The server adjusted immediately, preventing a near-disaster of sliding champagne flutes.

“Third table from the left, the gentleman in blue requires additional dressing,” Eva murmured to a passing staff member, having noticed a guest looking forlornly at his empty sauce dish.

She moved with practiced ease, her chef’s whites exchanged for a sleek black dress that allowed her to blend in while maintaining authority. Years of catering had taught her how to be invisible yet omnipresent, fixing issues before most guests even noticed them.

A woman in an ostentatious hat grabbed Eva’s arm as she passed. “These little pastry things. They’re divine! I’ve never tasted anything like them.”

“Thank you,” Eva replied with a professional smile. “It’s a blend of wild mushrooms with a hint of truffle and aged parmesan.”

“I need the recipe,” the woman insisted.

“Family secret, I’m afraid,” Eva said with a wink before smoothly extracting herself. She never gave away recipes. Not because they were actual family secrets, but because that answer satisfied people more than explaining the hours of experimentation that went into each creation.

At the center of the room, the six-tier cake drew admiring glances. The sugared flowers caught the light, creating tiny prisms across the white fondant. Eva felt a flutter of pride. Despite the rushed timeline, it stood as one of her finest works.

“Main course service commencing in three minutes,” Lotti announced, appearing at her side with digital promptness. “Kitchen reports all plates are garnished and ready for deployment.”

Eva nodded. “Tell them to hold until the bride’s father finishes his speech.”

The man in question was currently red-faced and emotional, waving his hands as he described his daughter’s childhood misadventures. Eva had learned the hard way never to interrupt father-of-the-bride speeches, no matter what the kitchen schedule dictated.

When the plates finally went out, roasted duck with cherry reduction, herbed fingerling potatoes, and seasonal vegetables arranged in a colorful fan, the room fell into that particular hush that signaled culinary success. The only sounds were appreciative murmurs and the gentle clinking of cutlery against the plates.

“I believe you have rendered them speechless,” Lotti observed after dessert. “A rare accomplishment with this particular social demographic.”

Eva was about to respond when she noticed a figure approaching her from across the room. It was the father of the bride, Mr. Fitzgimmons, the billionaire tech magnate whose reputation for being impossible to please preceded him. Eva had heard stories of him sending back plates untouched at five-star restaurants. Her stomach tightened.

“You’re Evania LeClair?” he asked, his voice surprisingly soft for such an imposing figure. Gray hair swept back from a high forehead, and his tailored suit probably cost more than Eva’s monthly rent.

“Yes, sir. Eva LeClair.”

She expected criticism; perhaps the salmon was too dry, the duck was too rare for his taste, or the sauce was too sweet. She’d mentally prepared a half-dozen professional responses to whatever complaint might come.

Instead, his face broke into a wide smile. “Remarkable work, especially given the time constraints. I’m so glad to have found you last minute.”

Eva nodded, surprised. “Thank you. It was a bit of a whirlwind.”

“I appreciate individuals who can create excellence under pressure.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a small deep burgundy velvet pouch with a gold drawstring. “The usual methods of payment seem insufficient for true artistry.”

Eva blinked, confused at the unusual payment. She hadn’t even given him the bill yet. Mr. Fitzgimmons pressed the pouch into her palm, closing her fingers around it with a conspiratorial smile. “I have added a personal token of appreciation for performing and creating a miracle.”

Before she could respond, he was called away by another guest. Eva stared at the velvet pouch, uncertain what to make of the exchange. The weight felt substantial, but a kitchen catastrophe, the sound of shattering glass by the dessert table, pulled her attention away. She tucked the pouch into her dress pocket and rushed to manage the crisis.

The remainder of the evening passed in a blur of dessert service, coffee pouring, and the traditional cake cutting. By the time the dinner was over, Eva’s feet ached, and her cheeks hurt from maintaining her professional smile. It wasn’t until she and her staff had packed up the last of their equipment that she remembered the pouch.
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“A MOST SUCCESSFUL EVENT,” Lotti commented as they entered Eva’s modest home several hours later. “The online reviews are already accumulating. Your average rating has increased by zero-point-three stars.”

Eva kicked off her heels with a groan, the velvet pouch still untouched in her pocket. “Let’s hope that translates to more bookings for the next weeks...”

“Statistical analysis suggests a seventy-eight percent probability of increased demand.”

The kitchen, small but equipped with professional-grade appliances, welcomed Eva with familiar comfort. She pulled out a stool at the marble-topped island and finally withdrew the mysterious pouch.

She loosened the drawstring, tipping the contents onto the counter.

The sound of metal striking marble made her jump. Gold coins spilled across the surface, their edges catching the light. Among them tumbled a shower of gems, diamonds and sapphires, that scattered like expensive raindrops across her countertop.

“Oh my God,” Eva whispered, her voice barely audible.

Lotti leaned closer, her blue eyes blinking rapidly as they scanned the treasure. “Initial analysis indicates genuine precious metals and stones. Approximate market value exceeds standard catering payment by a factor of...calculating...”

Eva reached out with trembling fingers to touch a coin, half-convinced it would dissolve at her touch. It remained solid, cool, and heavy.

“Shall I bite one of the coins to confirm authenticity?” Lotti asked, her head tilted. “I have downloaded relevant historical methods for precious metal verification.”

The absurdity of the moment, standing in her kitchen at 3 AM with a fortune before her and her android offering to bite gold coins, broke through Eva’s shock. She laughed until tears streamed down her face, the sound bouncing off the walls of her apartment.

“No...no biting required,” she managed between gasps. “I think...I think they’re real.”

With unsteady hands, she arranged the coins into neat stacks, counting a sum that dwarfed anything she’d ever earned from a single job, or even an entire year of catering. The sapphires and diamonds glittered accusingly, as if challenging her to make sense of such unexpected bounty.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered. “Why would he give me gems?”

Lotti processed this for a moment. “Perhaps Mr. Fitzgimmons appreciates fine dining more than the average human.”

Eva laughed again, softer this time, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. “That’s one hell of a tip.”
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THREE WEEKS AFTER THE Fitzgimmons windfall, Eva’s kitchen table had transformed into the headquarters of an impossible plan. Starship catalogs lay open beside spreadsheets and financial projections, coffee rings marking the pages she’d returned to repeatedly. The gold coins had been exchanged for credit, and the gems had been appraised, sold, and the proceeds added to her savings. Eva tapped her stylus against the edge of her tablet, the quiet rhythm matching her thoughts. Across from her, Lotti stood motionless, processing the information Eva had just shared about her intention to leave Earth behind.

“Let me understand,” Lotti finally said, her blue eyes blinking in sequence. “You intend to liquidate all Earth-based assets, your catering business, this house, and all personal possessions, to purchase a spacecraft and pursue culinary innovation in space.”

Eva nodded, pushing aside a catalog to reveal another beneath it. “Not just any spacecraft. Something with room for a culinary kitchen, quarters for a small crew, and cargo space for supplies and ingredients.”

“The profit margins for such an enterprise are...uncertain.” Lotti’s tone remained neutral, but Eva had learned to recognize her version of concern.

“That’s putting it mildly.” Eva laughed, leaning back in her chair. “But think about it, Lotti, hardly anyone does any real cooking in space. It’s all replicator food, meal packets, and nutrition bars up there. On ships. Imagine being the first to create actual cuisine for spacers, to discover ingredients on other worlds, and even introduce meals from Earth on other planets.”

She stood and paced the small kitchen, her energy and excitement making it impossible to remain seated. “I’ve been researching for years, taking those night classes in space navigation, studying xenobiology. Everyone thought it was just a weird hobby.”

“Including me,” Lotti acknowledged. “I calculated a ninety-seven percent probability it was stress relief from kitchen work.”

Eva pulled up images on her tablet, sketches of galley designs adapted for low gravity, lists of Earth ingredients that might travel well, and research on hydroponic growing systems.

“My family’s been running the same Earth-bound restaurant for four generations,” Eva said, her voice softening. “Same location, same classic French techniques, same loyal customers. When I told them I wanted to try molecular gastronomy, you’d think I’d suggested serving poison. When I left home to buy my own place and start my catering business, my grandfather didn’t speak to me for a year.”

She turned the tablet toward Lotti, showing a sleek mid-sized explorer vessel. “Imagine what they’d say about this.”

Lotti studied the image, her head tilted at a precise angle. “The Jupiter-class Explorer. Manufactured on the Mars Orbital Shipyard. Adequate life support for a crew of seven. Used market value approximately seventy-five percent of your current liquid assets.”

“But worth every credit,” Eva insisted. “I’ve spent my whole life playing it safe, Lotti. Opening the catering business was the wildest thing I’ve ever done, and even that was just a small step from the family restaurant.”

She traced her finger along the ship’s outline on the screen. “This is my one chance to do something truly different. I keep thinking, what if there’s a spice on Zonondero that makes everything taste like childhood memories? Or fruits on Grondoria that change flavor depending on who eats them?”

Lotti processed this, the small display on her chest cycling through calculations. “That is fantasy. The practical aspects can be addressed. Crew recruitment, supply chains, navigation permits.” She paused. “But may I ask a question of a more philosophical nature?”

Eva looked up, surprised. “Of course.”

“What does a dream feel like?” Lotti’s voice contained genuine curiosity. “You reference to this concept frequently, but my programming contains insufficient data to understand its subjective experience.”

The question caught Eva off guard. She set down her tablet, considering how to explain something so intangible.

“A dream feels like... hunger, but not for food,” she began slowly. “It’s like an itch under your skin that you can’t scratch. When I think about cooking in space, discovering new ingredients that no human has ever tasted, I get a feeling in my chest...tight, but not painful. Like my heart is trying to pull me forward.”

She walked to the window, looking up at the night sky. “Dreams don’t make rational sense, Lotti. That’s kind of the point. They’re wishes that feel important enough to rearrange your whole life for, even when everyone tells you they’re impossible.”

Lotti stood perfectly still, processing. Her eyes dimmed slightly as internal systems worked through complex calculations. “So a dream is an irrational directive that overrides logical decision-making processes?”

Eva laughed. “That’s one way to put it, yes.”

“Yet you intend to follow this directive despite knowing its irrational nature.”

“Because following it feels more right than ignoring it,” Eva said, turning back to face her. “Not following your dreams...it’s like slowly suffocating. You can live that way, but not fully.”

After several seconds of silence, Lotti’s eyes brightened again. “Illogical. Yet admirable. I will support this dream.”

Eva felt an unexpected lump in her throat. “Thanks, Lotti. That means a lot.”

“I have added support Eva’s dream to my primary directive list,” she said matter-of-factly. “It now ranks above ensuring proper table settings but below preventing kitchen fires.”

“Glad to know where I stand,” Eva said with a grin.
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THE FOLLOWING WEEKS blurred together in a whirlwind of activity. Eva met with business brokers, entertaining offers for her catering company. The first prospective buyer, a corporate entity looking to expand into high-end events, offered a fair price but planned to replace her carefully curated recipes with standardized menus. Eva showed them the door before they finished their pitch.

The second buyer, a young chef with fire in her eyes that reminded Eva of herself ten years ago, offered less money but promised to maintain the company’s reputation for innovation. Eva accepted, signing the papers with a mixture of nostalgia and relief.

Her house went on the market next. Real estate agents trooped through, eyeing her professional kitchen with dollar signs in their eyes. A chef’s dream, they called it in the listings. Eva watched strangers evaluate her home, measuring windows and discussing which walls to knock down.

“The prospective buyers appear confused by your lack of emotional attachment to this space,” Lotti observed after one showing.

Eva ran her hand along the marble countertop where she’d practiced countless recipes. “I am attached to it. But kitchens are everywhere...space is waiting.”

Her clients took the news of her departure with varying degrees of surprise and disappointment. Mrs. Hernandez, who had hired Eva for her family gatherings for seven years, actually teared up.

“Who will make Diego’s birthday cake now? Nobody makes Tres leches like you do,” she lamented.

“I’m sure my successor will do just as well,” Eva assured her, though the pang in her chest caught her by surprise.

Late at night, when the house was quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator, doubt sometimes crept in. Eva would sit at her window, staring at the stars, and wonder if she’d lost her mind. She had a successful business, a beautiful home, loyal clients, and she was trading it all for a used spaceship and a dream that might crash and burn.

During one such moment of uncertainty, Lotti found her curled in the window seat, hugging her knees to her chest.

“Your cortisol levels appear elevated,” she noted. “Would you like me to prepare chamomile tea?”

“No thanks,” Eva said softly. “Just having second thoughts about this whole crazy plan.”

Lotti considered this. “Statistically, ventures with higher risk factors often yield proportionally higher rewards.”

“Is that your way of saying no risk, no reward?”

“I believe that is the human idiom, yes.” Lotti’s eyes blinked in sequence. “Additionally, I have observed that when you discuss cooking in space, your serotonin levels increase by twenty-seven percent.”

Eva laughed despite herself. “Are you saying I’m happier when I talk about my crazy space chef dreams?”

“The data is quite conclusive,” Lotti stated. “And I have found that humans function optimally when pursuing activities that increase their happiness metrics.”

Eva looked back up at the bright stars against the dark sky. Her doubts didn’t vanish, but they retreated, making room again for excitement. She had spent her life creating perfect dishes from raw ingredients. Perhaps this new adventure was just another recipe, complex and untested, but worth the attempt.

“All right, space it is,” she said, standing up with renewed energy. “We’ve got ship brokers to meet tomorrow.”
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EVA STOOD AT THE ENTRANCE to Bay 17 of New Seattle Spaceport, her body vibrating in sync with the massive ships powering up around her. The cavernous docking area swallowed normal human proportions, making her feel like a child in a world built for giants. Vessels of all shapes and classes filled the numbered bays, sleek passenger cruisers with gleaming hulls, bulky cargo haulers scarred from years of service, and nimble system hoppers waiting for their next fare. Somewhere in this mechanical jungle her ship waited...her future.

“First time buying?” the dock worker assigned to guide her asked. His coveralls bore patches from a dozen different shipping companies, and his weathered face suggested he’d seen every type of vessel that sailed the stars.

“Is it that obvious?” Eva asked, adjusting her bag on her shoulder. She’d dressed in her most professional attire.

The worker, his name badge read Hoshi, offered a crooked smile. “Everyone’s got that same look their first time. Like they can’t decide if they’re about to make the best or worst decision of their lives.”

“Probably both,” Eva muttered, following as he led her through the maze of activity.

Lotti walked precisely three steps behind them, her chrome plating drawing curious glances from the mechanics and crew members they passed. She carried Eva’s documentation tablet and had spent the previous night downloading every available maintenance manual for the Jupiter-class Explorer model Eva had purchased.

They weaved through the controlled chaos, engineers arguing over repair schedules, cargo loaders maneuvering hovering crates, and customs officials checking manifests with bored expressions. The air smelled of machine oil.

“There she is,” Hoshi said finally, stopping at the edge of a smaller bay. “Bay 17-C.”

Eva’s breath caught. Bathed in the harsh floodlights stood a ship that matched the specs she’d memorized, but seeing it in person brought the reality crashing in. Not massive like the commercial liners, but substantial. It was approximately thirty meters long with elegant lines that suggested both speed and stability. Its hull bore the scars of previous journeys, but someone had recently applied a fresh coat of metallic blue paint to its upper sections.

“The Jupiter-class Explorer,” Hoshi said. “Not the newest model, but solid construction. This one’s got the kitchen upgrade package, too. I noted that you were particular about that.”

“I am,” Eva confirmed, unable to take her eyes off the ship. Her ship.

A tall woman in a crisp business suit approached, extending a hand. “Ms. LeClair? Diane Kwan, Western Orbital Ship Brokerage. We spoke over comms.”

Eva shook her hand, noticing the woman’s momentary glance at the chef’s whites visible beneath her jacket.

“You’re really going through with this? The chef-in-space concept?” Diane asked, her professional smile not quite hiding her skepticism.

“I am,” Eva replied firmly.

Diane nodded, apparently deciding not to push further. “Your credit cleared. The ship’s been inspected as requested, and the previous owner completed the deregistration process. She’s officially yours once you accept the transfer.”

She handed Eva a small device about the size of a playing card. “Access codes, ownership papers, registration details, and maintenance history, all loaded and ready. The biometric scanner needs your thumbprint to complete the transfer.”

Eva stared at the small piece of technology. Everything she’d worked for, all her savings plus Mr. Fitzgimmons’ unexpected gift, had converted into this moment. Her throat tightened.

“Evania?” Lotti prompted gently. “Your thumbprint is required.”

Eva pressed her thumb against the scanner. The device glowed green, then displayed her name as the registered owner.

“Congratulations,” Diane said, the skepticism in her voice fading to something like respect. “She’s all yours.”

After the broker departed, Hoshi excused himself as well, leaving Eva and Lotti alone with the vessel. Eva approached it slowly, her heart thundering in her chest. She reached out and placed her palm against the hull, feeling the cool metal beneath her fingers.

“Hello,” she whispered.

“The ship is not equipped with conversational AI,” Lotti noted helpfully. “Though we could install one if you prefer.”

Eva smiled. “I was being metaphorical, Lotti. Just saying hello to our new home.”

She began walking the perimeter, tracing her hand along the hull as she went. The ship was larger than she’d expected, yet somehow more intimate than she’d imagined. Not a faceless transport, but a vessel with character. A shallow dent near the cargo bay told of a difficult docking. A slightly brighter patch of metal on the starboard side suggested a repair. This ship had stories already.

“Access granted to internal systems,” Lotti announced, her eyes glowing as she connected wirelessly with the ship’s computer. “Life support functioning at ninety-two percent efficiency. Engines require standard maintenance but show no critical issues. The galley is equipped with modified gravity controls for cooking applications.”

Eva barely heard her, lost in her own thoughts as she completed her circuit of the ship. She’d sold everything, left behind her successful business, and said goodbye to friends and family who thought she’d lost her mind. And now here she stood, owner of a spaceship she barely knew how to operate, about to embark on a culinary adventure no one had attempted before.

It should have terrified her. Instead, she felt a strange calm settling over her.

From her bag, she withdrew a small canister of specialized paint designed to withstand the vacuum of space and the heat of atmospheric entry.

“Are you planning to conduct maintenance already?” Lotti asked, observing the canister.

“Not maintenance. Tradition.” Eva shook the canister vigorously. “A ship needs a name.”

She approached the forward section of the hull, where the previous owner’s designation had been removed, leaving a clean canvas. With steady hands, she began to paint.

The letters took shape, one after another.

THE STARSTRUCK CHEF.

Eva stepped back, admiring her handiwork. The silver name gleamed against the blue hull, making official what had lived in her heart for years.

“A suitable designation,” Lotti said, standing beside her. “Though starstruck implies a state of bewilderment or infatuation that may not inspire confidence in potential clients.”

“That’s exactly what I am, Lotti. Bewildered and infatuated with this crazy idea.” Eva laughed. “Besides, who wouldn’t want to eat food from a restaurant called The Starstruck Chef?”

She turned in a slow circle, taking in her ship, her flying restaurant, her home, her future, from every angle. The reality of the situation suddenly crashed over her. She owned a spaceship. She was going to cook among the stars.

And she was going to need help.

“We need a crew,” she told Lotti, the words solidifying the next challenge before her. “People crazy enough to follow a chef into space.”

“The standard crew complement for this vessel is five to seven individuals,” Lotti confirmed. “Minimum required positions include a pilot, engineer, and navigation specialist.”

Eva nodded, her mind already racing ahead. Where did one find a pilot willing to work for a chef? What kind of engineer would sign on to a culinary experiment in space? The task seemed as daunting as raising the funds had been just weeks ago.

But she’d managed that impossible feat. She’d find a way to manage this one, too.

Eva squared her shoulders, her mood shifting from wonder to something more challenging, more focused. The spaceport stretched around her, filled with people from a hundred worlds, each with their own stories and skills. Somewhere in this hub of humanity were the right people for her crew.

“Come on, Lotti,” she said, turning toward the spaceport’s recruitment center. “Let’s go find some lunatics who want to make culinary history.”

As they walked away, Eva glanced back once more at The Starstruck Chef. Her impossible dream had taken physical form, and there was no turning back now. Whatever challenges lay ahead, finding a crew, navigating space, inventing cuisine where none had existed before, she would face them with the same skill and creativity she’d brought to every kitchen she’d ever commanded.

The stars were waiting, and Evania LeClair had recipes to create.

Chapter Two
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EVA SLUMPED LOWER IN her chair, the recruitment center’s harsh lighting doing nothing for her growing headache. Twenty interviews deep, and she still hadn’t found a single person who understood what she was trying to build. Not just a food service, not just a spaceship crew, but a family that could withstand the chaos of both worlds colliding. She rubbed her temples and glanced at her tablet, where the next applicant’s details glowed with promise she’d learned not to trust.

The New Seattle Spaceport Recruitment Center hummed with activity...pilots lounging against metal walls comparing routes, engineers arguing specifications in technical jargon, and wide-eyed first-timers clutching credentials like lifelines. Eva had secured a small interview booth near the back, marked only by a modest sign. The Starstruck Chef—Crew Positions Available.

Lotti stood beside her, her metallic frame gleaming under the fluorescent lights, periodically organizing the stack of physical résumés into alphabetical order despite Eva having told her three times it wasn’t necessary.

“Applicant nineteen displayed concerning dishonesty markers,” Lotti noted, referring to the burly navigator who’d just departed. “His claim of Martian deep space certification conflicts with public records.”

“I noticed,” Eva muttered, scrolling through her notes. “And applicant eighteen’s cooking experience was limited to I make a mean breakfast sandwich.” She sighed and dropped her head into her hands. “I’m beginning to think this whole idea was—”

“A statistically unlikely venture with high failure probability?” Lotti offered helpfully.

Eva looked up with a half-smile. “I was going to say challenging, but thanks for the vote of confidence.”

The recruitment center clock showed nearly five hours had passed since they’d set up shop. Most of the applicants had been either wildly underqualified or completely unsuited to the close quarters of ship life on a small vessel. One particularly memorable candidate had asked if he could bring his collection of authentic alien skulls aboard, a request that had prompted an immediate, “Thank you for your time.”

What Eva needed wasn’t just competence, though that was certainly a baseline requirement. She needed people who understood that cooking wasn’t just about food. It was about connection, about creating moments of joy amid the vastness of space. She needed a crew who would become family, who could handle the pressure cooker environment of both a professional kitchen and a spaceship.

She straightened her chef’s jacket. She’d worn it intentionally, a statement of identity in a sea of space-ready jumpsuits, and called out, “Next!”

The man who stepped forward made Eva sit up straighter. Tall with broad shoulders, he moved with the fluid grace of someone perfectly comfortable with his body. Dark wavy hair framed sharp features dominated by eyes that seemed to shift colors even as she watched...steel gray one moment, amber the next. He wore a pilot’s jacket, worn at the elbows in a way that spoke of experience rather than carelessness.

“Tate Foster,” he said, extending a hand. His voice carried an accent she couldn’t quite place, melodic yet precise.

Eva took his hand, and the contact lingered a moment longer than strictly professional courtesy required. A small electric current seemed to run up her arm, surprising her with its intensity.

“Eva LeClair,” she replied, suddenly aware of the flour that still dusted the cuff of her jacket from the stress-baking she’d done that morning.

“The chef who bought a spaceship,” he said with a smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “News travels fast around the port.”

Eva gestured to the chair across from her. “And apparently grows wilder with each telling. Yesterday I overheard someone say I won it in a high-stakes cooking competition against an alien ambassador.”

Tate laughed, a warm sound that seemed to brighten the sterile interview space. “Much less exciting than the version where you earned it by saving a billionaire’s daughter with your culinary skills.”

Eva felt a smile tugging at her lips despite her fatigue. “The truth is somewhere in between, I’m afraid.”

She glanced down at her tablet, where Tate’s application had appeared. His qualifications were impressive—fifteen years of piloting experience across multiple vessel classes, with specializations in atmospheric entry and difficult docking procedures. Perfect for a ship that would need to land on various planets and in a variety of ports to source ingredients.

“Mixed heritage?” she asked, noting his background section.

“Earth-born father, Fiersolanian mother,” Tate confirmed. His eyes shifted to a deep blue as he spoke. “Dad was a xenobiologist, also trained as a navigator, who fell in love with both an alien world and one of its inhabitants. Makes me pretty useful in cross-cultural situations. I noticed you’re also looking for a navigator. Should I be so lucky, if you hire me, I can function in that capacity, too.”

Eva nodded, trying not to stare at his eyes. “And your shapeshifting abilities?”

“Limited compared to full Fiersolonians,” he explained. “I can adjust features, coloration, some physical attributes, but not complete transformations. Useful for blending in during supply runs to planets with...particular views on non-natives.”

The pragmatic part of Eva’s mind raced through the potential benefits, a pilot who could adapt to different environments, who could navigate cultural complexities as easily as stellar maps. But there was something else tugging at her, an instinct that ran deeper than practical considerations.

“Why this ship?” she asked, leaning forward slightly. “With your qualifications, you could pilot for any major liner or private vessel. Why join a chef on what most people would call a fool’s journey?”

Tate’s eyes shifted again, warming to a bronze tone that caught the light. “Because no one’s ever dared an intergalactic catering company. It’s crazy. It’s brilliant. And because I like following people who believe in something bigger than themselves.” He paused, his gaze steady on hers. “Most pilots go where the credits are. I’d rather go where the passion is.”

Eva felt something settle in her chest, the same feeling she got when a recipe came together perfectly, when flavors balanced in unexpected harmony. Her gut told her this was right.

“When can you start?” she asked.

Surprise flickered across his face, followed by a genuine smile. “That’s it? No technical questions? No simulator test?”

Eva gestured to his qualifications. “Your record speaks for itself. And I’ve learned to trust my instincts about people as much as ingredients. Sometimes you just know when something fits.”

Tate stood, extending his hand again. “I can start immediately, Captain.”

The word sent an unexpected thrill through Eva, not just the title, but the way he said it, with respect rather than humor or skepticism.

“Just Eva,” she corrected, standing to shake his hand. “I’m not military, and I suspect we’ll all be wearing too many hats for formal titles.”

“Just Eva, then,” he agreed, though his smile suggested he might not entirely comply. “Though you should know that in space, the person who owns the ship is the captain, regardless of background.”

As they shook hands, Eva was acutely aware of her racing heart. The Starstruck Chef finally had its pilot, and with him, its first real crew member. The impossible dream was taking another step toward reality.

“Lotti,” she said, turning to her android assistant. “Meet our new pilot.”

“Welcome, Mr. Foster,” Lotti said with perfect formality. “I have updated the crew roster to reflect your addition. Current crew complement thirty-three percent of recommended minimum.”

“We’re making progress,” Eva said, feeling lighter than she had all day. “Now, let’s see if we can find an engineer who won’t blow up my kitchen.”

Eva had barely finished typing Tate’s information into her crew manifest when the recruitment center floor seemed to vibrate. The double doors at the entrance flew open with theatrical force, and a figure barreled through as if propelled by rocket boosters. Heads turned throughout the center as a tall, burly man with a wild explosion of red hair and matching beard strode toward Eva’s booth, his heavy boots landing with purpose on the metal flooring.

Tate, who had moved to stand beside Eva’s table rather than departing, raised an eyebrow. “I believe your next candidate has arrived.”

The red-haired man came to a dramatic halt before Eva’s booth, his chest heaving not from exertion but seemingly from barely contained enthusiasm. Grease stains decorated his navy jumpsuit in patterns that told stories of mechanical battles won and lost. Tools jangled from numerous pockets, and a pair of brass goggles perched atop his unruly mane like a crown.

With a flourish that nearly toppled the stack of résumés Lotti had so carefully organized, the man bowed so deeply his beard almost swept the floor.

“Red Sylvano, engineer extraordinaire!” His voice boomed through the recruitment center, causing several nearby applicants to flinch. “I’ve got the degree, I’ve got the grease, I’ve got the stories to prove it!” He thumped his chest proudly, dislodging a small wrench that clattered to the floor. He ignored it completely, leaning forward with hands planted on Eva’s table. “You feed me, and I’ll make this ship run smoother than a buttered pan.”

Eva blinked, momentarily stunned by the sheer force of the man’s personality. She glanced down at her tablet, where Red’s application had automatically appeared when he’d entered the center. Unlike his entrance and appearance, his credentials were impressively orderly—top marks from the Interstellar Engineering Academy, recommendations from three well-respected captains, and specializations in both standard and experimental propulsion systems.

“Mr. Sylvano,” she began, but he waved a hand dismissively.

“Just Red, Captain Chef! Nobody calls me Mister except tax collectors and my mother when I’ve blown something up that wasn’t supposed to be explosive.”

Eva scrolled through his references, trying to reconcile the bombastic figure before her with comments like meticulous attention to detail and uncommonly innovative solutions to complex problems. One captain had written, Loud as a supernova but twice as brilliant. Worth every decibel.

“It says here you worked on the Stellar Express for three years,” Eva noted. “That’s a prestigious position. Why leave?”

Red snorted, sending his beard bristling. “Prestigious? More like pretentious! All those rules about keeping the engine room presentable for first-class passenger tours.” He made air quotes with grease-stained fingers. “An engine room should look worked in! Besides, they didn’t appreciate my improvements.”

“Improvements?” Tate asked, his curiosity evidently piqued.

“Boosted their efficiency by thirty-eight percent!” Red exclaimed, then lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper that was still audible across the room. “But apparently making unauthorized modifications to a luxury liner’s warp core is reckless and violates seventeen safety regulations.” Another dramatic set of air quotes punctuated his explanation.

Eva exchanged a glance with Tate, whose eyes had shifted to an amused amber. Against all logic, she felt her instincts humming again, the same certainty she’d experienced with Tate. Red’s chaotic energy should have sent her running. Instead, she imagined him bringing that passionate innovation to her ship, pushing boundaries in ways that might complement her own culinary experimentations.

“Your last captain notes you can fix anything with creative application of unconventional materials,” Eva said. “What’s the strangest repair you’ve managed?”

Red’s eyes lit up, and he launched into a tale involving a critical coolant leak, three kitchen spatulas, and what he would only describe as a substance the Jovian ambassador insisted was not technically alive.” His hands flew in wild gestures as he described the solution he’d devised, his technical knowledge evident beneath the theatrical delivery.

When he finished, Eva found herself nodding. She’d understood perhaps half of the engineering jargon, but she recognized the innovative spirit of someone who saw possibilities where others saw only problems.

“You’re in,” she said.

Red froze mid-gesture, his bushy eyebrows shooting upward. “Just like that? No questions about my disciplinary record? No lecture about respecting the established engineering protocols?”

“Would those questions change who you are?” Eva asked.

A slow grin spread across Red’s face. “Not one bit, Captain Chef.”

“Then they’d waste both our time. And it’s just Eva.”

Red’s celebratory whoop echoed through the recruitment center with such volume that three waiting applicants startled, glanced at each other, and promptly exited the area. Another two moved several seats further away from Eva’s booth, clutching their résumés protectively.

Beside her, Tate chuckled quietly. “Well, that’s one way to thin the application pool.”

Red bounded forward to shake Eva’s hand with enthusiasm that nearly pulled her across the table. “You won’t regret this! Well, you might regret it a little when I start tinkering with your kitchen appliances, but I promise any explosions will be small and mostly contained!”

“Comforting,” Eva
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