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In the wake of the Solar Union’s stunning victory over the Tokomak - the masters of the galactic community - humanity has been invited to send a diplomatic mission to the Kingdom of Harmonious Order, one of the oldest and most significant races in known space.  It is an opportunity that cannot be missed, a chance to forge ties with a powerful ally.  And so a lone starship is dispatched to the galactic core to open discussions ...

... But when that starship runs into a deadly trap, she and her crew must battle their way home before they are merely the first casualties in a renewed war.
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To the memory of HMS Amethyst and her crew.
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In the very near future, a handful of military veterans in the USA were abducted by an alien starship.  Unluckily for their would-be captors - the Horde, a race of interstellar scavengers - the humans rapidly managed to break free and gain control of the starship.  Steve Stuart, a rancher who had been growing more and more disillusioned with the government, saw opportunity - the starship could serve as the base for a new civilisation, the Solar Union.  

Despite some small problems with planet-bound governments, the Solarians - as they would eventually be called - started to both recruit settlers for the new state and distribute alien-grade technology on Earth.  After defeating a series of Horde ships that attempted to recapture their starship and attack Earth, the Solar Union was firmly in place.  

This was, of course, unknown to the rest of the galaxy.  To them, Earth wasn't even a microstate.  This suited the Solarians just fine.  Humans could and did travel beyond the solar system - as traders, mercenaries or even simple explorers - but no one wanted to attract the Galactics to Earth.  The Solarians were already making improvements to GalTech that could not fail to alarm the major alien powers, particularly the Tokomak.  

Fifty years after Contact, the veil of secrecy fell.  Humanity’s involvement in a series of brushfire wars at the edge of known space could no longer be hidden, nor could elements of advanced technology.  In response, the Tokomak dispatched a massive fleet to Sol with the intention of blasting Earth to cinders.  Unknown to the Tokomak, the Solar Navy had just enough advanced technology to stand off the alien fleet and smash it.  The follow-up attacks shattered the Tokomak grip on the nearby sectors, freeing hundreds of planets from their influence.  Humanity had suddenly become a major regional power.  A number of naval bases were rapidly established, both to extend human influence and protect human trade.

This had unfortunate effects on Earth.  The expansion of the Solar Union - and its willingness to insist that anyone who wanted to emigrate could emigrate - accidentally accelerated the social decline pervading civilisation.  Europe, America and many other countries fell into civil war, something that caused considerable concern in orbit.  One faction within the Solar Union wanted to intervene, others - feeling no loyalty to Earth - believed it was better to let Earthers handle their own affairs.  

Captain-Commodore Hoshiko Sashimi Stuart - the granddaughter of Steve Stuart - accidentally stepped into a political minefield when she insisted that Earth should be left alone.  Her family’s political enemies were quick to use it against them.  Accordingly, she was placed in command of a cruiser squadron and dispatched to the Martina Sector, where she would be well out of the public eye.  However, she rapidly discovered that the Druavroks - a powerful alien race - were bent on a campaign of genocide against their neighbours, including a number of human settlers.  Allying herself with other threatened races, Hoshiko led a campaign that broke the Druavroks and laid the groundwork for a human-led federation - a Grand Alliance.

Unfortunately for humanity - and everyone else - the Tokomak had other ideas ...
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In the end, the coup had been almost laughably easy.

The Elders had never considered, not really, that one of their younger subordinates would turn on them.  They’d expected Neola to sit in her quarters and wait while they patiently gathered the evidence to convict her of everything from gross incompetence to dereliction of duty and whatever other charges they managed to make stick.  They certainly hadn’t expected her to start plotting a coup.  Neola had known she wasn't the only youngster to resent the dominance of the Elders, but even she hadn't realised just how much resentment and dislike there actually was.  Organising a coup, once she’d accepted that a coup was actually possible, had been straightforward.

She allowed herself a tight smile as she sat in her office.  The Elders had sputtered impotently when she’d marched in and taken over, but they hadn't been able to resist.  There had been no need to kill them, so she’d had them all transported to a reasonably comfortable resort on Tokomak itself, well away from any communications networks they could use to rally resistance.  Not that she really expected them to try.  Half of the Elders had been so shocked she was surprised they hadn’t expired on the spot, while the other half had been so unhinged they’d resorted to begging.  Letting them live, she was sure, was more mercy than they’d had any right to anticipate.

And, she told herself, firmly, it was more than they deserved.

The Elders were old.  Even the youngest was a good thousand years or so older than Neola herself.  And they were ossified, utterly unable to conceive that anything might be able to threaten their control over the known universe.  But a new threat had arisen, a threat that had started the slow collapse of the empire.  No one, not even Neola herself, had been able to comprehend that a race that had barely been out in space for fifty years would be able to threaten the Tokomak.  And yet, they had ...

Neola looked down at the reports, barely seeing the words hovering in front of her.  She’d been lucky - very lucky - to survive the Battle of Earth.  Her fleet had been shattered, then abandoned by her allies ... it was her fault.  She’d underestimated the threat.  She’d certainly underestimated humanity’s technological skill.  But then, she’d been raised to believe that the Tokomak were the masters of the universe.  If they couldn't do it, it couldn't be done.  And yet, the humans had proved them wrong.  The vast fleets that had dominated the known universe for thousands of years were little more than scrap metal.  

And because we have been humiliated in battle, she thought sourly, our other allies are deserting us too.

It shouldn't have surprised her, she told herself.  The Tokomak Empire was bitterly resented by the other Galactics, despite the good it had done for the universe.  The younger races wanted to strike out on their own, to build their own empires ... even though they would plunge the galaxy into war.  And the older races remembered the days before the stardrive, the days when they had competed with the Tokomak as equals.  They wanted to be equal again, despite the cost.  Slowly, piece by piece by piece, the empire was starting to disintegrate.

And we are not used to reacting quickly, she reminded herself.  The humans can advance in leaps and bounds while we are still trying to decide what to do.

The latest set of intelligence reports terrified her.  Humanity on its own wasn't that great a threat.  If worst came to worst, she could pour hundreds of thousands of starships into Sol until the human race ran out of weapons.  She was sure they’d run out of missiles before they ran out of targets.  But it looked as though the humans were expanding their alliance structure, inviting more and more races to join their Grand Alliance.  They’d already convinced a number of middle-rank powers to consider joining, as well as fighting a successful war against a genocidal race.  Given vast resources as well as their advanced technology, they might be able to put together a significant challenge in less time than she dared to think possible.

And if we expend millions of starships in crushing Sol, she mused, we will be significantly weakened elsewhere.

She cursed the Elders, savagely.  The Tokomak had always assumed that they could deal with each individual threat at leisure, before it got out of hand.  Their control over the gravity points allowed them to move vast fleets from place to place at will.  But now ... there were threats popping up everywhere, right across the galaxy.  Coping with them all would take more time and resources than even she possessed.  There was no way she could expend the resources necessary to crush Sol without crippling and ultimately destroying the empire itself.

We don’t have time to duplicate the human technology, she thought, sourly.  The researchers are still in denial ...

It was a bitter thought.  The researchers had known they were at the pinnacle of technological achievement.  Nothing significantly new had come out of the labs for over five thousand years.  They hadn't even made many improvements to old technologies!  It would take decades - perhaps longer - for the researchers to comprehend that they didn't know everything.  And she didn't think they had the time.  They needed to gain access to human technology and they had to do it now.

She reached for her console and started issuing orders.  The oldest patronage networks were still in place, at least.  It would take time for them to start coming apart.  And then ...

... It was a gamble, she had to admit.  It was a gamble she could easily lose.  But the alternative was worse.  She hadn’t launched her coup and made herself Supreme Ruler just to watch the empire collapse into chaos.  The Tokomak had to ready themselves for action on an unprecedented scale, if they wanted to continue to dominate the universe.  And they had no choice.  They had so many enemies that defeat meant extermination.  She didn't dare lose.

And if a few pawns were lost along the way, she told herself, it was a small price to pay for ultimate victory.
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You ask us why we need a galactic alliance?  Do we need the galaxy?  Say, rather, the galaxy needs us!  As a haven, as a pole star, as an alternate - and better - way to live.  Let us hold out a welcoming hand to aliens!  Let us show them the promise of a better life.  There is no need to fight.  There is enough for everyone in the galaxy.

-Solar Datanet, Political Forum (Grand Alliance Thoughts).

“Well,” Admiral Mongo Stuart said.  He studied the holographic image with a sceptical eye.  “I suppose that’s what you get if you allow a bunch of Star Trek fans to design a starship.”

Captain Elton Yasser smiled.  “The Odyssey’s designers came from Roddenberry Canton,” he agreed, dryly.  There was no point in trying to deny it.  “But they didn't quite copy one of the original designs.”

“Only because they couldn't make the Enterprise-D with our current tech,” Admiral Stuart said.  “I’m surprised they didn't insist on naming the ship themselves.”

“There’s already an Enterprise in the fleet,” Elton said, seriously.  “And a Defiant.  And a Voyager.”

He shook his head.  Odyssey was a flattened cylinder, eight hundred metres from bow to stern.  Her prow was an arrowhead; her rear dominated by four massive drive nacelles that glowed against the inky darkness of space.  The designers had wanted something that looked like an unconventional design - rather than the blunt cruisers that made up the mainstay of the Solar Navy - but technological reality had defeated their best efforts.  Odyssey was cruder, perhaps, than her designers had wanted.

“She’s a good ship,” he said.  “And she bears a honourable name.”

“I suppose she does,” Admiral Stuart said.  “And yet, I cannot help recalling that the original starship was rammed and destroyed.”

He sat back in his chair and studied Elton for a long chilling moment.  Elton knew what he saw.  A brown-haired man, seemingly in his early forties; his face warm and friendly rather than blatantly attractive; someone secure enough in himself not to body-sculpt himself into an inhumanly handsome caricature of a man.  The message would be clearly visible, to someone who’d been born in the Solar Union.  He couldn't help wondering what Admiral Stuart made of it.  Physical imperfections had been far more common on pre-space Earth.  Elton had had the standard bodymods, of course, but he’d long since grown out of simple vanity.  There was no place for it in the Solar Navy.

Admiral Stuart himself looked little older than Elton.  It would have been hard to believe that he was actually in his second century, if Elton hadn't known quite a few others who were actually older.  They had always struck him as being oddly disconnected from the world around them, either seeking sensual pleasure or separating themselves from it entirely, but Mongo Stuart didn't look to have fallen prey to either.  His eyes were calm, yet tightly focused.  The man who had commanded the Solar Navy for the last sixty years - and had served in the wet-navy, before Contact - was still on top of his game.

The Admiral leaned forward, breaking the silence.  “I trust there were no significant problems during the shakedown cruise?”

“No, sir,” Elton said.  He ran a hand through his brown hair.  “We spent the first two weeks flying around the Sol System, testing the drives and weapons.  There weren't any major problems.  A handful of minor ones, all of which were fixed easily.  The shipyard crews did a good job.  I was expecting many more problems.”

“The AI simulations were very precise,” Admiral Stuart noted.

“I didn't place much credence in them,” Elton admitted.  “Reality always trumps theory.”

He shrugged.  “We took her out to Varner, then headed downwards to Spiral and Cockatoo before returning to Sol.  She handled like a dream.  I think we impressed the locals, although there were some questions about our ability to fight.  They didn't seem too impressed with the design, at first.  We couldn't tell them about the interlocking shield generators or the self-regenerating systems.”

“No,” Admiral Stuart agreed.  “She’s tough, but she’s still not a proper warship.”

“No, sir,” Elton agreed.  Odyssey was armed, of course, but she wasn't a battleship.  Her weapons array was lighter than the average warship.  “She’s designed for more than just military operations.”

“A jack-of-all-trades is almost always a master of none,” Admiral Stuart said.  He tapped a switch.  The holographic image vanished.  “I cannot say that I approve of a starship that is designed for multiple roles.”

“With all due respect, sir,” Elton said, “we’re going to need more than warships as we expand further and further into the galaxy.  We’re going to need everything from diplomatic envoys to colony and medical support ships ... hell, sir, Odyssey does have enough firepower to hold the line against anything smaller than a battlecruiser.  She could certainly hold out long enough for help to arrive.”

“Assuming anyone knew you were in trouble,” Admiral Stuart said.  “The concept was hotly debated, as you know.  There was a strong feeling that we should concentrate on building warships now, while we have the chance.  The Tokomak are still out there.”

“Yes, sir,” Elton said.  He’d fought in the Battle of Earth.  “Which makes it all the more important that we build up relationships with the other galactic powers.  Our technological advantage only goes so far.”

Admiral Stuart smiled, coldly.  “It has been hotly debated,” he agreed.  “And, as it happens, it has some bearing on your mission.”

Elton straightened as a holographic starchart appeared in front of them.  “There is a great deal of debate over precisely what will happen, regarding the Grand Alliance,” Admiral Stuart told him.  “We don’t know if we’ll end up starting ... starting a United Federation of Planets or an alliance structure more comparable with old NATO than anything more integrated.  It may be years before we have an answer.  But unfortunately the universe is still moving on.”

He pointed a finger at a star cluster, thousands of light years from Earth.  “The Kingdom of Harmonious Order,” he said.  “Galactics, of course.  One hundred and seven systems under their direct control, three subject races held in servitude.  And long-standing allies of the Tokomak Empire.  They lost their independence shortly after the stardrive was invented, like everyone else, but they were treated surprisingly well.  The Tokomak honoured them with a great deal of local autonomy, trusting them to keep the remainder of the sector in line.  They even built up a large fleet to support their allies.”

His face twisted into a smile.  “Until recently, I doubt anyone on Harmony itself knew Earth even existed.”

“We were nothing more than a microstate by their standards,” Elton agreed.  He made a mental note to look up the full details, as soon as he was back on his ship.  “Have they decided to change their minds about us?”

“Apparently, there was a coup on their homeworld last year,” Admiral Stuart said.  “A strong party at court, we have been told, resented being dominated by the Tokomak.  That party seized power shortly after the Battle of Earth.  They haven’t exactly declared independence, but they’re looking to ... redefine ... their relationship with their former masters.”

Elton studied the starchart for a long moment.  “A dangerous game, I would have thought,” he said.  “The Tokomak could flood their cluster with warships, couldn’t they?”

Admiral Stuart sighed.  “Yes, they could,” he agreed.  “Elton, everything we know is nearly nine months out of date.  The Harmonies could have been brutally crushed by now.  But, at the same time, it’s possible that they managed to talk fast enough to keep some of their independence.  The Tokomak wouldn't want to get involved in a war that would upset their other allies.”

He smiled, rather thinly.  “ONI is divided on the issue,” he added.  “One faction thinks that the Tokomak will crush the rebels as soon as possible, just to reverse the decline in their fortunes since the Battle of Earth.  They have to make it clear that they haven’t lost the war, even if they have lost a battle.  But another faction thinks that the Tokomak will reluctantly accept neutrality, if the Harmonies are prepared to stay out of the fighting.”

“I would bet on the former,” Elton said.  “How many other Galactics will consider bolting if they think they can get away with it?”

“Good question,” Admiral Stuart said.  “And that’s where you and your ship come in.”

He adjusted the starchart, zeroing in on Harmony itself.  “We’ve received a message from the new king,” he said.  “He has requested that we send an envoy to discuss opening up lines of communication, perhaps even membership in any future alliance structure.  ONI believes that the Harmonies want to keep their options open, just in case their former masters decide to crush them.”

Elton stroked his chin, thoughtfully.  “It seems a little odd,” he mused.  “They’re taking one hell of a risk.  It might panic the Tokomak into doing something drastic.”

“It might also convince them to leave the Harmonies alone,” Admiral Stuart said.  “The king may hope to use this to get an official recognition of his kingdom’s independence.  Or he may believe that working with us is the only way to safeguard the future.”

He shook his head.  “You and your ship will be heading directly to the Kingdom of Harmonious Order,” he explained.  “Officially, you’ll be transporting an envoy with authority to open discussions - everything from trade agreements to a formal alliance - and escorting a handful of freighters crammed with trade goods.  Odyssey will be flagged as a formal diplomatic ship for the mission, although I don’t know how much protection that will give you in these times.  The Tokomak may be fanatical rules lawyers, but they will not want to see us extending our influence in their direction.”

“Yes, sir,” Elton said.  “And unofficially?”

“Unofficially, you’ll be carrying out a tactical survey of the region,” Admiral Stuart said, curtly.  “We know - really know - very little about the sector.  Everything we hear is at second or third hand.  Much of it is translated repeatedly before it reaches us.  In truth, we know very little.  The merchants will be making their own inroads, of course, but we need more data.”

“Just in case we have to fight up there,” Elton said.

“Exactly,” Admiral Stuart said.  “In particular, we want an assessment of the Harmonies themselves.  Their fleet is supposed to be large, but outdated.  Are they upgrading their fleets?  Or are they gambling on numbers?  Who crews the ships, how are they trained ... everything we might have to take into consideration, if we have to ally with them or fight them.  And if they are upgrading, are they interested in buying weapons and technology from us?”

He looked at the starchart for a long moment.  “ONI will give you a full briefing, but realistically ... don’t take anything they tell you for granted.”

Elton nodded.  It wasn't uncommon for translation errors to creep into the files, even though the Tokomak had done everything in their power to make sure that everyone spoke one of nine standard languages.  The average alien was no more or less intelligent than the average human, but aliens tended to think differently.  ONI might be being misled - accidentally or not - and never know it.  

And the time delay means that everything is out of date, he thought, sourly.  The Tokomak might invade the sector tomorrow and we won’t know until we slip through the gravity point and emerge in the middle of a war.

“We’ll try and fill in the blanks,” he said, slowly.  He knew better than to trust ONI completely.  Intelligence officers had a tendency to think they were cleverer - or at least more knowledgeable - than they actually were.  “I don’t know how long we’ll have to explore the sector, though.”

“I suggest you consult with the ambassador,” Admiral Stuart said.  “Truthfully ... we know so little, Elton, that we have to be very careful.  Showing the flag in the wrong place may provoke a war.”

“The Harmonies have their own subjects,” Elton agreed.  He frowned as a thought struck him.  “What happens if they choose to rebel?”

“That would be a sticky problem,” Admiral Stuart said.  “Ideally, you wouldn't be involved at all.  You don’t want to get us into a shooting war with the Harmonies as well as the Tokomak.”

“No, sir,” Elton said.

“The ambassador will have her own briefing,” Admiral Stuart said.  “She’ll have wide latitude, within reason.  Ideally, we won’t be making anyone any promises until we actually know what’s going on, but ... events may move out of control.  Use your own best judgement and be careful.”

“Yes, sir,” Elton said.  “And if the Tokomak themselves show up?”

“Odyssey on her own is unlikely to make a difference,” Admiral Stuart said.  “Retreat at once.”

Elton nodded.  He had every confidence in his ship’s ability to give the Tokomak ships a bloody nose, but sheer numbers could overwhelm them easily.  The Solar Navy was all too aware that the Tokomak had literally millions of starships.  If they ever managed to concentrate them against Sol, Sol was doomed.

And the Harmonies are far too close to Tokomak bases, he reminded himself.  The Tokomak could muster the force necessary to strike them down at any moment.

“I understand,” he said.  Retreat didn't sit well with him, but preserving his ship and crew was his first priority.  “When do you want us to depart?”

“Two days,” Admiral Stuart said.  He grimaced.  “You’ll be passing through Hudson Base, at the far end of the Langlock Chain, but after that you’ll be on your own.  We won’t expect you to report back for over a year.”

“Odyssey was designed for five-year missions, sir,” Elton said.  “We can reproduce almost anything we might require in the fabricators.”

“A five-year mission,” Admiral Stuart repeated.  He shook his head in amused disbelief.  “Do you think, sometimes, that the cantons take their identities a little too far?”

Elton considered it.  “As long as people can move out, if they wish, it doesn't matter,” he said.  “A canton that manages to make itself unviable won’t survive.  Roddenberry Canton has its quirks, but it isn't a disaster area.”

He smiled at the thought.  Roddenberry Canton claimed to operate on the principles of Star Trek - and, if he were forced to be honest, it did a better job of following its source material than many of the other eccentric cantons.  But then, it hadn't needed to adapt itself to changing reality or rapid depopulation when its citizens had discovered that their ideals didn't quite work in the real world.  It wasn't for everyone, something that was true of just about every canton in the Solar Union, but it worked for those who lived there.  

“There are worse places to live,” Admiral Stuart agreed.  

Elton nodded.  Admiral Stuart was in his second century, easily old enough to remember when humanity was confined to a single planet.  His brother might have founded the Solar Union - and then departed for deep space, leaving his creation to flourish on its own - but neither of them had anticipated just how deeply their work would change society.  Old constants, things that Steve and Mongo Stuart had taken for granted, had fallen by the wayside.  Elton and his fellows had grown up in a very different universe.  He wondered, sometimes, just how the oldsters coped.  They just weren't used to rapid change.

And yet, they have seen so much, he thought.  He couldn't help feeling an odd flicker of sympathy.  Do they yearn for constants once again?

But there were none, not in the Solar Union.  Space was vast, with near-infinite resources just waiting to be exploited.  Food and energy were cheap.  There were thousands of cantons, each one offering a different lifestyle.  Humans - and aliens, and AIs - were free to choose their own lifestyles, as long as they honoured the founding principles.  And they had flourished.  The wellspring of science, art and entertainment seemed bottomless.  No one, not even Steve Stuart, could have envisioned the universe he’d created.  The future seemed bright and full of promise.

But there were threats.  And those threats had to be fought.

Admiral Stuart snapped off the holographic starchart.  “I won’t tell you that this will be a simple mission, because it won’t be,” he said.  “But I expect you and your ship to handle it.”

“Yes, sir,” Elton said.  He rose.  “We won’t let you down.”

“Good luck,” Admiral Stuart said.  His lips quirked.  “I’ll see you when you return home.”

Elton nodded and walked through the hatch, passing through the security fields as he headed down to the teleport station.  A handful of messages popped up in front of his eyes as his implants automatically pinged the local processors, ranging from tactical updates to a detailed briefing of everything ONI knew - or believed - about the Harmonies.  He reminded himself to study the information later, as he stepped into the teleport station.  He’d have to make sure his senior officers went through it too.  

Except everything we know might be out of date, he reminded himself, sternly.  Or it might be completely wrong.

He couldn't help a flicker of excitement.  He was going to be taking his ship thousands of light years from Sol, heading further into deep space than any human had gone before.  As far as he knew, he and his crew would be the first humans to visit the Harmonies, let alone establish diplomatic and trade links that might reshape the galaxy.  It would be one hell of a flight, the kind of exploration he’d signed up to do.  He couldn't wait to leave.

And if we do manage to make new friends and allies, he thought as the teleport field gripped him, so much the better.
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The Solar Union is for humans.  Humans.  Not aliens, not beings who are not like us and do not think like us.  None of the so-called Galactics had the wit to use their technology to build a perfect society.  They could have done, but they chose to stagnate instead.  We should not dilute our uniqueness by bringing aliens into an alliance with us.

-Solar Datanet, Political Forum (Grand Alliance Thoughts).

Ambassador Rebecca Motherwell gritted her teeth and closed her eyes as the teleport field shimmered into life around her, feeling an unpleasant itching sensation spreading through her body.  The engineers might claim that the feeling was harmless, existing only in her imagination, but Rebecca knew better.  There were times when she would sooner have all her teeth removed, without anaesthetic, than willingly step into a teleporter.  The timeless sensation of having her entire body broken down into a stream of energy - a sensation that seemed to last forever, as if she were permanently suspended in the matter stream - terrified her.

She opened her eyes, a moment later.  It was always a shock, somehow, to find herself somewhere else, even though she’d been teleported hundreds of times over the last fifty years.  The Galactics - and the Solarians - accepted it as normal, but Rebecca and her fellow Earthers found it harder to tolerate.  It was easy, all too easy, to believe that she’d been killed and resurrected every time she’d stepped into a teleporter.  Hell, there were people who steadfastly refused to teleport even to save their lives.  They saw teleporting as a death sentence in itself.

“Madam Ambassador,” a quiet voice said.  “Welcome onboard.”

Rebecca looked up.  A young man was staring at her, his dark eyes clearly worried.  Her implants scanned his tanned face and matched it to a file, identifying the speaker as Commander Rupert Biscoe, the starship’s executive officer.  A stream of data flowed past her eyes, which she hastily banished with a thought.  She’d have plenty of time to get to know the senior officers later, once the starship was underway.  If nothing else, she needed to practice her conversational and diplomatic skills before reaching Harmony.

“Thank you,” she managed.

Biscoe still looked concerned.  “I can take you to sickbay, if you wish,” he said.  “I ...”

“No, thank you,” Rebecca said.  She knew from experience that no doctors were able to help, beyond prescribing the occasional sedative.  “I just don’t like teleporting, sadly.”

She caught sight of her own reflection, peering back at her from the wall-mounted display and sighed.  No wonder Biscoe was worried.  She’d put a great deal of effort into her appearance, trying to strike a balance that made her seem both fair and reasonable.  Her dark hair was tied up in a bun, her face more matronly than beautiful ... her robe - modelled on the Tokomak dress for galactic ambassadors - drew the eye.  And yet, her dark eyes were wide open, almost terrified.  She looked like a woman on the run.

“Ah,” Biscoe said.  “In that case, please allow me to escort you to the captain.”

Rebecca nodded, concentrating on calming herself.  She knew she hadn't made a good impression.  Biscoe hid it well, but Rebecca could tell he wasn't impressed.  Most Solarians would have shared his view.  They had grown up with teleporters - and countless other pieces of technology that were almost unknown on Earth.  It was just part of their lives, something so mundane they didn't understand when outsiders questioned them.

She sighed, inwardly, as she stepped off the teleport pad.  The chamber was smaller than she’d expected, probably reserved for the ship’s officers and their senior guests.  Her staff would already be onboard, waiting for her.  No doubt they were unpacking, then preparing themselves for nine months of utter boredom.  Rebecca smiled, despite herself, at the thought of wasting so much time.  There were files on the Kingdom of Harmonious Order, as well as countless other galactic powers.  She intended to spend at least some of the trip reviewing the datafiles and trying to determine just how much could be taken for granted.

The Tokomak might be bastards, but we can trust them to record everything, she thought, as the hatch hissed open.  There’s so much in the files, even the galactic databases we bought or stole, that analysing it all is the work of generations.

Odyssey hummed around her as she followed Biscoe into the main corridor.  The gravity and lighting were Earth-normal, even though a number of cantons quietly raised the gravity to promote muscle development.  But then, the Solar Navy wouldn't need such games.  Their crews had the best bodymods humanity could produce, ranging from superior eyesight and hearing to increased strength, durability and neural linkage.  It made her wonder, sometimes, just how many of them could be considered baseline human any longer.  About the only thing that couldn't be improved was intelligence.

Because the sole attempt to breed a super-intelligent human went badly wrong, she reminded herself.  And further experiments were banned.

Rebecca frowned as she passed a couple of cyborg crewmembers, their implants clearly visible on their faces.  Her blood ran cold, even though she knew they were harmless.  There was something wrong about seeing human flesh warped and mutilated by cold metal implants, even though she had the standard neural augmentation and enhancements.  At least her implants were concealed under her skin.  And yet ... something was nagging at her mind.  It took her several minutes to put her finger on it.  She should have seen many more crewmen as they walked up to Officer Country.  The starship was surprisingly undermanned.

She glanced at Biscoe.  “How many crew are there on this ship?”

“Around five hundred,” Biscoe said.  “We’re due to take on a number of researchers in the next couple of days, everything from astronomers who want to take a look at a handful of particularly interesting stars to cultural researchers who want to open up ties with galactic universities.  I believe we even have a couple of students who are hoping to join those universities.”

Rebecca had to smile.  “So you’re planning to show the flag everywhere?”

“Of course,” Biscoe said.  He smiled with genuine enthusiasm.  “Odyssey was never designed as a warship, Madam Ambassador.  She’s intended to be the Solar Union in miniature, a multirole starship that showcases precisely what we can do.  We can give foreign guests tours that show off without telling them anything that can be used against us.  I’ve even been told that we can recreate our entire society, given time.”

Rebecca had to smile.  “Really?”

“Of course,” Biscoe assured her.  “We can set off tomorrow and fly deep into unexplored space for a couple of years, then get to work.  Our fabricators are self-replicating.  Given a decade or two, we can build up a strikingly formidable industrial base.  And we have a complete gene database, allowing us to clone a vast population.  It would take us centuries, of course, but it could be done.”

“I see,” Rebecca said.  She smiled.  “It makes one wonder why it hasn't already been done.”

“It probably has, Madam Ambassador,” Biscoe said.

Rebecca nodded in agreement.  It hadn't been that long since the Battle of Earth.  Everyone knew the universe wasn't a safe place.  She was sure the government would have sent off a whole string of covert colony missions, dispatching them well away from the crumbling galactic civilisation.  If Earth was destroyed, if the Solar Union was smashed to rubble, humanity would survive.  And one day, the colonies would come back for revenge.

They stopped outside a sealed hatch.  “Captain Yasser will see you now,” Biscoe said, as the hatch hissed open.  “I’ll show you to your quarters afterwards.”

“Thank you,” Rebecca said.

She stepped into the captain’s office and looked around, interested.  It was smaller than she’d expected, decorated with a handful of paintings from the pre-steam naval era.  The captain himself was sitting behind a desk, studying a holographic starchart.  She couldn't help noticing, as he rose to greet her, that the starchart didn't show any cluster she recognised.  Her implants switched into primary mode, searching for a match.  One blinked up, seconds later.

The Karana Sector, she noted.  Seventy light years from Harmony.

“Madam Ambassador,” the captain said.  He held out a hand.  Rebecca shook it, firmly.  “Welcome onboard.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Rebecca said.  “It’s a pleasure to be here.  Odyssey looks to be a fine ship.”

The captain smiled.  She’d never met a captain who couldn't be flattered by compliments to his ship.  “Coffee?  Or tea?”

“Coffee would be fine, thank you,” Rebecca said.  

She had to smile as the captain keyed the food processor.  There were people who swore blind that food processors couldn't match natural food, but she’d never been able to tell the difference.  It hadn't really helped with her teleport phobia.  What was to stop someone producing endless duplicates of her, each one convinced - and rightly so - that she was the real Rebecca?  She’d been told, time and time again, that it was impossible, but she didn’t really believe it.  How could she?

The captain looked competent - and, perhaps more importantly, self-assured.  His face might have been handsome once, when he’d been younger, but right now he looked as if his jowls were sagging slightly and his brown hair was starting to grey.  He hadn't chosen to freeze his appearance then, she noted, let alone have himself turned into a Greek God.  Indeed, she couldn’t help noticing that he was a little overweight.  But it spoke well of him.  It spoke of a man who saw no need to flatter himself.

Maybe not the most imaginative officer in the navy, she thought, recalling the briefing she’d been given along with her credentials.  But a solid, reliable man.

She took the coffee and sipped it, silently glad of the chance to collect her thoughts.  The Solar Navy and the Solar Diplomatic Service were meant to work together, but the former suspected the latter of being too willing to make concessions and the latter suspected the former of being too willing to resort to gunboat diplomacy and naked force.  Rebecca had no illusions about the Tokomak - or many of the other Galactics - yet she knew that humanity couldn't hope to fight and win a war against the entire known galaxy.  Diplomacy might just weaken the Tokomak enough to dissuade them from fighting.

“Mountain Blend Coffee,” she commented, finally.  A neutral subject was always a good place to start.  Besides, most of the naval officers she’d met had been fanatics about coffee.  “Do you know when the baseline records were scanned?”

“I’m afraid not,” the captain said.  His lips twitched.  “I’ve never tasted the real blend.”

“There’s no real difference,” Rebecca admitted.  She took another sip.  The coffee was strong.  “I assume you’ve read the mission orders?”

“I have,” the captain confirmed.  “I confess, though, that I am curious as to your interpretation of our orders.”

Rebecca shrugged.  Captain Yasser didn't seem interested in small talk.  

“I have orders to try to open diplomatic channels with the Kingdom of Harmonious Order and the other galactic powers in that region of space,” she said.  “Ideally, I’m to do it without promising more than the Solar Union can reasonably deliver.  In the long term, the Solar Union would like a trade agreement and a military alliance; in the short term, my superiors will settle for opening diplomatic channels and getting some limited trade agreements.”

She met his eyes.  “Does that match your understanding?”

“More or less,” the captain said.  “My superiors want a tactical survey too.”

Rebecca made a face.  “I hope you can do it without making it obvious,” she said.  “Would we tolerate a spy ship buzzing around the solar system?”

“Probably not,” the captain said.  His lips twitched.  “But we couldn't tell if a visiting starship was using her passive sensors to record data.”

“True,” Rebecca agreed.  She was no military expert, but even she knew that was why most research and development programs were housed in deep space, well away from any prying eyes.  “My staff and I will also distribute trade goods to the local merchants in the hopes of making new friends and allies.”

“That might also cause problems,” the captain pointed out.  “Local merchant combines might feel threatened.”

“It’s a delicate balancing act,” Rebecca said.  “But we have to offer them as many incentives as possible to talk to us.”

The captain nodded.  “We intend to depart in four days, barring unexpected delays,” he told her, curtly.  “By then, the remainder of the convoy will be assembled and we’ll set off for the first leg of the journey.  We’ll be calling in at a couple of bases along the way, dropping off supplies and equipment.  You should have plenty of time to prepare for your mission.”

“I hope so,” Rebecca said.  “I assume we’ll also be collecting intelligence updates along the way?”

“Of course,” the captain said.  “Everything we know is, at best, out of date.”

“A major problem,” Rebecca agreed.  

It had been drummed into her head, time and time again, that she could not ignore the time delay.  She could recall a time when a message could cross the entire world in less than a second.  Now, with the Solar Union spread out over a hundred light years and humanity’s network of friends and allies spread out further still, the time delay was beginning to bite again.  Her orders - and the captain’s orders - were vague purely because their superiors didn't know enough to issue more specific instructions.  There was certainly no way she could send a message home asking for advice.  By the time she got a reply, the problem would have moved on.

And that’s why we have been granted such wide latitude, she thought, sourly.  And that’s why we’ll get the blame if things go south.

It was, she conceded, an advantage that they’d been granted so much authority.  The Tokomak rarely granted their local commanders anything like as much freedom of action, insisting that all decisions had to be referred to higher authority.  But she couldn't help feeling nervous about just how much could go hideously wrong.  A mistake could have disastrous consequences when dealing with prickly galactic powers.  Even with galactic protocols for diplomatic discussions, laid down by the Tokomak themselves, there was plenty of room for misunderstandings that could lead to catastrophe.

“My staff and I will try to stay out of your way, during the voyage,” she said, putting the thought aside for later contemplation.  It wasn't something she could do anything about, at least not until someone invented an FTL communicator.  “I plan to spend the time studying the files.”

“You may have to drag your staffers out of the entertainment suites,” the captain said.  “We have a civilian-grade full-spectrum holographic entertainment complex.”

Rebecca blinked, then nodded.  “For the civilian crews?”

“Among others,” the captain said.  “Odyssey is designed for very long-duration missions.”

“I’ll make sure they keep their noses to the grindstone,” Rebecca said.  She understood the need to relax and blow off steam, but she also understood the need to do background research before reaching their destination.  Even a minor diplomatic mistake - serving meat to a race composed of vegetarians - could cause embarrassment, if not disaster.  “They can have some fun after they’re done.”

She smiled, then sobered.  “I meant to ask,” she added.  “I checked the supply manifest for the freighters.  Apart from the trade goods - and the gifts - you’re taking a significant quantity of weapons and other military supplies.  Can I ask why?”

The captain looked surprised, just for a second.  Rebecca wondered why.  Had he not expected her to check the manifests?  She’d known ambassadors who wouldn't have bothered, although she had just considered it another piece of background research before setting off on her mission.  It was important, vitally so, to make certain that none of the vessels were carrying anything that might cause offense.  The last thing humanity needed was more enemies.

“Better safe than sorry,” the captain said, finally.  “We’re going to be a very long way from the nearest base, Madam Ambassador.  In theory, we can fabricate anything we reasonably need; in practice, I’d prefer to have it on hand when we need it.”

“As long as the locals don’t think we’re planning to arm their sworn enemies,” Rebecca said, dryly.  “That’s happened, you know.”

“I would be gratified if we went out there, made all the contacts we could possibly want, and then headed home, our holds crammed with trade goods,” the captain said.  “And I would be delighted if we didn’t have to fire a single shot.  But it is better to be safe than sorry.”

“Of course,” Rebecca agreed.  She finished her coffee and placed the mug on the desk.  “And please call me Rebecca.  We’re going to be working together quite closely over the next few months.”

“Elton,” the captain said.  He looked vaguely embarrassed.  “My mother was a huge fan of Elton John.”

Rebecca had to smile.  “Compared to some of the more absurd names going in and out of fashion,” she said, “I think you got off lightly.”

“That’s probably true,” the captain agreed.  

It was, Rebecca knew.  A sprinkling of alien names - and fictional alien names - had made their way into society, even though they guaranteed that the poor children bearing them had uncomfortable childhoods.  Elton Yasser was surprisingly normal, compared to some of the truly absurd names out there.  There were some people, she felt, who really shouldn't be parents.

She rose.  “Thank you for your time, Elton,” she said.  “I hope to see more of you after we enter FTL.”

“I’m sure you will,” the captain said.  He rose, too.  “And I wish you luck with the files.”

“We’ll need more than luck,” Rebecca said.  “We’ll need a miracle.”
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Chapter Three
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We are not unique.  Let us not believe that there is anything truly special about humanity.  We are smart, but so too are many other intelligent races; we are cunning, but so too are many others.  Our sole advantage is a questioning mindset that we have managed to keep, despite the best efforts of our pre-space governments.  That is not an advantage we can prevent others from copying.  It will not last.

-Solar Datanet, Political Forum (Grand Alliance Thoughts).

“I just had word from Lady Dean,” Biscoe said.  “Her captain apologises for the delay, but insists that his engineering crew has finally tracked down the rogue harmonic in her drive systems.  Lady Dean should be ready to depart on schedule.”

“Let us hope so,” Elton said.  “And Kenny Rogers?”

Biscoe looked irked.  As XO, it was his job to keep the merchant starships in line.  “Her CO told us that he probably won’t make the rendezvous,” he said.  “She’s been delayed at Haverford.  Thankfully, she was just begging an escort rather than transporting anything vital.”

Elton nodded.  “We can't delay departure any longer,” he said, shortly.  “Drop her from the list.”

“Aye, Captain,” Biscoe said.  He glanced down at the datapad in his hand.  “Those two are our only problem children.  The remaining freighters are all ready to depart on your command.”

“Good,” Elton said.

He sat back in his command chair and surveyed the bridge.  Odyssey hadn't been designed as a warship and it showed.  Her bridge was warmer and friendlier than any standard warship’s command deck, built more to show off the Solar Union’s technological prowess than anything else.  He’d honestly wondered if someone had copied the design from a luxury liner when he’d first seen the plans.  And yet, he had to admit there was something charming about the design.  Humanity’s starships were finally developing a distinctive style of their own.

The main display hovered in front of him, showing Odyssey, the seventeen freighters holding position near the massive starship, and the giant cluster of industrial nodes and fabricators that made up the shipyard.  Dozens of other starships and hundreds of floating weapons platforms hovered nearby, constantly sweeping space for signs of trouble.  The Solar Union’s immense building program was solidly underway, new starships coming off the slips each month.  It seemed impossible that anyone could match humanity’s output, but he knew better than to take that for granted.  If the Tokomak ever took the limiters off their fabricators, they would start out-producing humanity immediately.

But that would mean giving up too much control, he thought, grimly.  They’d upend their entire economic system just to get at us.

He shook his head in amused disbelief.  Humanity hadn't been able to understand the galactic economy, back when they'd first encountered it.  The structure just hadn't made sense.  It had been years before anyone had realised that the economy had been deliberately hampered, just to keep the younger races from challenging the established order.  The Tokomak fabricators were designed to be very limited, ensuring that the Galactics couldn’t move to a post-scarcity society.  But now ...

More and more races know how to hack the systems now, he reminded himself.  He hadn't been a fan of Hoshiko Sashimi Stuart’s campaign against the Druavroks - it struck him as something that could have easily gone wrong - but he had to admit that it had boosted humanity’s credibility right across the galaxy.  The Tokomak won’t be able to stuff the genie back in the bottle.

He shook his head, dismissing the thought.  “I assume that all crew have returned to the ship?”

“Yes, Captain,” Biscoe said.  “And the newcomers are settling in well, I believe.”

Elton nodded.  Odyssey was comfortable.  Maybe she wasn't a luxury liner, but she was far more comfortable, certainly, than a regular warship.  The short-term crews might be separated from their families, yet they had everything they needed during their off-duty hours.  Even the regular crew had large quarters.  They’d have real problems adapting if they were ever transferred back to the warships.

“Then inform fleet command that we will be departing on schedule,” he said, finally.  He looked at his tactical officer.  “Do we have a security update?”

“Nothing particularly new, Captain,” Lieutenant-Commander Steve Callaway said.  “There are vague reports of a couple of brushfire wars breaking out, but both of them are at least forty light years off our planned course.”

“Still, better to be careful,” Elton said.  The steady collapse of the established order was unleashing all sorts of demons.  Countless grudges had been held in stasis under the Tokomak.  Now, their holders were making up for lost time.  “They may try to seize one of the gravity points along the way.”

He forced himself to relax as time ticked by, a steady stream of updates popping up in front of his eyes.  His ship was ready and raring to go, her crew already starting the endless cycle of training simulations to ensure they were ready to cope with any problems.  Elton and his senior officers had devised tactical scenarios covering everything from pirate attack to all-out war, although - if they did get caught up in a war - he knew their only realistic option was immediate retreat.  Odyssey was tougher than she looked, but she wasn't a real warship.  It was something he had to bear in mind.

“Captain,” Lieutenant Jonathan Williams said.  “Fleet HQ has cleared us and the convoy for departure.”

Elton smiled.  It wasn't the first time he’d taken his ship out into deep space, but it felt special.  This time, they were heading well away from Sol.  Maybe it wasn't unexplored space - the Tokomak and their allies had charted the entire region thoroughly - but they would still be the first humans to visit.  There were certainly no records, as far as he could tell, that suggested otherwise.

“Then power up the drive,” he ordered.  The dull throbbing echoing through the ship started to grow louder.  “Helm, take us out of here.”

“Aye, Captain,” Lieutenant Marie Howells said.  She worked her console for a long moment, her purple fingers dancing over the keys.  “Sublight drive engaged; moving out.”

“Ready the stardrive,” Elton ordered.  “Prepare to take us into FTL as soon as we have cleared the outer defence zone.”

“Aye, Captain,” Marie said.

Elton smiled at her back.  He hadn't missed the excitement in her voice.  The entire crew was looking forward to leaving Sol.  They’d have some real stories to tell when they finally made it home.

“The convoy is falling into position,” Biscoe said.  “They’re ready to enter FTL.”

“Good,” Elton said.

He took one last look at the main display, his eyes moving over the solar system.  Earth itself might be a backwater, the civil war draining the planet’s resources faster than they could be replenished, but the remainder of the system was studded with icons.  Hundreds of settlements on Luna, Mars, and Venus; thousands of settled asteroids, each one a canton; hundreds of thousands of spacecraft and starships moving from world to world or heading out into deep space.  Humanity had come a very long way in a very short space of time.

No wonder the Galactics are so scared of us, he thought.

It was a strange thought.  The Galactics were not stupid.  As far as anyone could tell, most races shared the same basic level of intelligence.  And yet, they’d managed to hamper themselves.  No, more accurately, the Tokomak had hampered themselves ... and everyone else, to boot.  Some races had been held back by force, others had never been taught just how their technology worked ... it was magic, as far as they were concerned.  But humanity had not only unlocked the secrets of alien technology, humanity had figured out ways to improve it too.  Who knew what the next thousand years would look like?

“Captain,” Marie said.  “We are ready to enter FTL.”

Elton smiled.  “Engage.”

He braced himself, instinctively, as the stardrive came online.  But there was nothing, beyond a vague sense of discontent that faded with astonishing speed.  He’d been on ships where entering FTL had been a profoundly discomforting experience, but the latest drive modifications had solved that problem.  He couldn't help wondering if it was truly a good idea.  Humanity needed to remember that the universe outside the starship’s hull was cold and harsh.  Odyssey, for all her comfort, was not a civilian ship.

“All systems check out, captain,” Marie said.  “We are on a direct course for Varner.”

“The freighters have followed us into FTL,” Biscoe added.  “They’re holding course.”

“Keep an eye on them,” Elton ordered.  “I want to know if any of them show signs of drive trouble.”

“Aye, Captain,” Biscoe said.

***
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Rebecca had made a point of carefully not following Odyssey’s departure through the vessel’s sensors, let alone making her way to an observation blister to watch the stars blink out of existence as the starship entered FTL.  She wasn't one of the rare handful of people who had to be sedated for FTL travel, but she didn't like being aware - all too aware - that there was nothing outside the giant starship.  It was easier to pretend that she was still on an asteroid than try to convince herself that there was nothing unnatural about being in FTL.

And yet, she was surprised when the standard alert popped up in front of her eyes, informing her Odyssey was now in FTL.  She hadn't felt much, if anything.  Was the ship really travelling away from Sol at an unimaginable speed?  She queried the local processor, just to be sure.  It confirmed that Odyssey was indeed in FTL.

“Impressive,” she muttered.

“Yes, Madam Ambassador,” Mickey Tyler said.  Her aide grinned at her.  “Odyssey has the latest drive modifications designed to modulate the gravity flux, ensuring a smooth transit in and out of FTL.  I read the file and it was very interesting ...”

“All right, all right,” Rebecca said, tiredly.  “Please, spare me the details.”

She kept her expression under tight control as her aide looked back at his file, torn between amusement and annoyance.  Tyler was good at his job, but he was also an unashamed starship enthusiast, someone capable of rattling off facts, figures and pieces of thoroughly useless information at a moment’s notice.  She had no idea why he hadn't applied to join the navy, although she imagined that his constant questioning of everything would eventually grate on naval crewmen.  She'd had to speak to him quite soundly after he’d begged a visit to the bridge, two days ago.  Captain Yasser had not been pleased.

“I wonder why they haven't put the baffles on civilian liners,” Rose Smith said.  Her other aide was a little older than Mickey, with a rather more cynical view of the universe.  “The ship I took from Mars to Tychy groaned every time it dropped in and out of FTL.”

“It’s a new technology,” Tyler said.  “I don’t think it’s available for civilian use yet.”

Rebecca cleared her throat.  “And seeing that the pair of you are on duty,” she added dryly, “have you found anything useful in the files?”

Rose flushed, casting a dark look at Tyler.  “I’ve been going through the diplomatic protocols,” she said, carefully.  “I’m not sure which ones apply in this situation.”

“I see,” Rebecca said.  She wasn't surprised.  She’d expected that to be a problem the moment she read the mission briefing.  Thankfully, they had nine months to work out the details before reaching Harmony.  “And which ones do you think apply here?”

“I’m not sure,” Rose admitted.  “On one hand, we are not going as supplicants - as a lower-class race.  We shouldn't have to bow and scrape in front of them.  But on the other hand, they’re not used to dealing with independent races.”

“They invited us,” Tyler pointed out.  “I don’t think they’d expect us to kowtow.”

Rebecca wasn't so sure.  Like so much else, the principles of galactic diplomacy had been laid down by the Tokomak.  There was no pretence of equality, merely the submission of the weaker party and the gracious acceptance of the stronger party.  The Harmonies, if the files could be trusted, were used to bowing the knee to the Tokomak and accepting tribute from everyone else.  There were few other races on their level and almost all of them were hundreds of light years away.

And they might be seen as weak, if we didn't bend the knee to them, she mused.  But, at the same time, we cannot allow ourselves to be seen as weak either.

She glanced at Rose.  “Is there any precedent for meetings between equals?”

“Yes, but we’d have to convince them that we were equals first,” Rose said.

“We bested the Tokomak,” Tyler pointed out.  “Surely that counts for something.”

Rebecca sighed, keeping her thoughts to herself.  Diplomatic analysts and intelligence officers had studied the text of the original message over and over again, but they hadn't been able to determine if human representatives had been invited to attend a meeting or pre-emptively summoned, as if they were subjects of a vassal power.  She’d read dozens of reports, yet none of them had been truly convincing.  It was possible the Harmonies themselves didn't know.  They might be trying to tread a fine line between humanity and their former masters.

She allowed herself a moment of annoyance.  It was possible, one of the more careful analysts had pointed out, that the Harmonies were aiming for plausible deniability.  The Tokomak - theoretically - would not be concerned if the Harmonies spoke to humans like masters to slaves.  Indeed, they might be delighted if the Harmonies treated humans in a manner calculated to cause offense.  The message might have been written very carefully indeed, trying to be diplomatic to human eyes and unpleasantly demanding to outside observers.  Or it could be a translation glitch.  The language had been so flowery that it was quite likely some of the meaning had been lost.

Which is what happens, she thought, if a message is repeatedly translated time and time again.

“Compared to the size of their navy,” Rose countered, “we didn't even take out a percentage point of a percentage point of their true strength.  They might not even have noticed.”

“They would have done,” Tyler insisted.  “I ...”

Rebecca rubbed her forehead.  “Leave the debate for the moment,” she said.  She had a nasty feeling that the first week at Harmony was going to be spent ironing out the diplomatic groundwork for the talks.  Unless, of course, the Harmonies were actually determined to get to the meat of the matter at speed.  That would make them unique, amongst the older races.  “I want you to put together a plan to meet them as equals.”

She held up a hand before either of them could object.  “It is important that we represent ourselves as a peer power,” she added.  “And we cannot be seen to bend the knee.”

They said nothing, but she knew what they were thinking.  Trying to strike a balance between respecting the other power’s feelings and conceding far too much was never easy.  At what point did respect become submission?  It was easy to say that the human race should present itself as an equal, but the Harmonies might try to argue that humans weren't equal.  And they would have a point. 

But they did contact us, she reminded herself.  They decided we were worth trying to talk to.

Her intercom bleeped.  She tapped it.  “Yes?”

“Madam Ambassador, this is the captain,” Captain Yasser said.  He sounded calm and composed, as always.  “We have entered FTL and are on a direct course to Varner.”

“Understood,” Rebecca said.  

She thought quickly.  There was a fairly major human embassy, as well as a naval base, at Varner, if she recalled correctly.  She’d have to make sure that they received copies of her game plan, such as it was.  And see what, if anything, could be gleaned from the local datafiles.  The Varner might know something about the Harmonies they hadn't bothered to share with the human race.

“My senior officers and I are also going to be meeting for dinner this evening,” the captain added, after a moment.  “Would you and some of your staff care to join us?”

Rebecca had to smile.  “It would be an excellent chance for us to practice our diplomacy,” she said.  Neither Rose nor Tyler would enjoy it - diplomatic dinners weren't meant to be enjoyable - but it would be an excellent learning experience.  “I look forward to it.”

“Very good,” the captain said.  “See you there.”

“I thought diplomatic dinners were outdated, these days,” Rose said.  She was young enough not to remember the days when the Solar Union had established embassies on Earth.  “Does anything get decided at the dinner table?”

Rebecca shrugged.  “It helps to build up personal relationships,” she said, sardonically.  “And while such relationships can be quite dangerous in places, this isn't one of them.”

She smiled at their doubtful looks.  Ambassadors had been known to lose track of their actual roles, after forging personal relationships with their opposite numbers.  Most people liked doing favours for friends, allowing hostile powers to slowly turn the friendship into something exploitive.  It was something she’d been cautioned to watch for as she’d worked her way up the ranks.  But it wasn't something she expected from a starship’s crew.  Indeed, a close working relationship between her staff and the captain’s officers could only be beneficial.

And besides, it isn't as though we’ll be sitting down to eat dinner with the Galactics, she thought, as she reached for
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