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	Suzee stepped down from her position at the engineering console, brushing a stray wisp of hair from her forehead. “Well, that’s done,” she said with a sigh. “Another week, another systems check over with.”


	“What’s the point of running these tests every week, anyway?” Bova added without glancing up from his station. “The only time something registers on the equipment is when it’s too late to do anything about it.”


	“W-well,” Radu said hesitantly, “it’s standard STARDOG procedure... and Commander Goddard wouldn’t have us running them if there was no point.”


	Rosie paused for a moment, glancing up from her work at the scanning and communications console. “I don’t think systems checks are that bad, actually. They don’t take that long, and it always makes me feel better to know that everything is working the way it’s supposed to...” For a moment it seemed that she was going to say more, but she suddenly trailed off as a familiar tone filled the room.


	“An incoming signal!” Harlan said with a grin. “Finally, something out of the ordinary.”


	The Mercurian peered at the readouts of the communications instruments. “Well, I don’t know if it’s exactly out of the ordinary,” she concluded, entering the computer code that would play the message on the Christa’s viewscreen. “It’s not addressed to us. It must be some kind of general attention notice. Or maybe it’s just a planetary news broadcast that got sent into space by mistake.”


	“Or a warning that we’re passing through an area contaminated with an interspecies plague,” Bova added.


	When the message began to play, it seemed for a moment that Rosie had been correct in declaring that it was probably nothing special.


	BEEP BEEP ... BEEP BEEP BEEP... BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP...


	“What the heck is this?” Harlan wondered aloud as he watched the bright green lines of an audio-only broadcast’s “voice” scroll across the screen in synchronization with the tones. “It’s nothing like any language I’ve ever heard. It doesn’t even sound like a voice!”


	“Rosie, can you translate that?” Radu asked.


	Rosie shook her head.  “There aren’t any universal language indicators anywhere in the transmission.”


	The so-called “universal language” was a code that made interspecies communication possible.  A communications system using the universal language program or “ULP” converted the sound or text of all transmissions into a universal language that could then be understood by any other computer system using the ULP. 


	“Just delete it, Rosie,” Harlan said with a disappointed sigh. “A waste of perfectly good message space.”


	Rosie was inclined to agree that the message was useless until a soft voice caught her attention. Turning, she saw Suzee, clearly focused on the message’s content, muttering under her breath. 


	“Two, three, five, seven... eleven... ” Abruptly, she broke out of her contemplative mode and turned to her crewmates. “Prime numbers. It’s just a sequence of prime numbers. Thirteen... seventeen... nineteen... twenty-three...”


	The Mercurian girl ignored Harlan’s instructions - she was trying to think. The beeps reminded her of something... something important... but she couldn’t quite remember what. Just as she was about to hit the delete button, however, the pieces fell into place. “Harlan?” she asked suddenly. “What was the format of the first-contact message that Earthers were sending out back in the twentieth century?”


	The human was silent for a minute, but then he caught on. “Hey, yeah...” he realized. “SETI’s original message was almost exactly like that: something simple enough to be interpreted by just about anyone, but advanced enough to tell whoever received it that there were other intelligent races out there.” He looked awed. “This isn’t a wasted message! It’s a first-contact broadcast!” 


	Rosie was wide-eyed. “A first-contact broadcast,” she said in an awed voice. “I always hoped that we would get one...” She smiled. “It’s sweet, actually. They have no idea that there are any other intelligent species out here. I’d love to see how surprised they are when they get their first response... and then all the ones that follow it! I mean, it’s a great big universe out here, and they’re just on the verge of stepping out into it.”


	“So what do we do?” Harlan broke in abruptly.


	Radu looked uncertain. “M-maybe we should wait for Commander Goddard. I mean, he’ll be here in a few minutes to get the results of our systems checks anyway.”


	For some strange reason, those words seemed to motivate Harlan. “Are you crazy?” he said with his trademark grin. “This is a terrific opportunity for us. Making first contact? That’s something we’ve all dreamed about since we first started at Starcademy. We’ll make history! We’ll be heroes!” He paused. “And anyway, what if the Rigelians had decided to ignore the first-contact message they got?”


	The young Andromedan still looked hesitant.


	“You know,” Rosie added, “Commander Goddard did say that we should respond to any message we received, in case the people who sent it have some way to help us get home.”


	With an air that suggested he was preparing to walk in front of a firing squad, Radu nodded his consent.


	“Great!” Harlan said. “OK, what do we say in the message?”


	“Whatever we say, we need to include the universal language integration program,” Suzee pointed out. “Obviously, if this is first-contact, they wouldn’t know the universal language.”


	As Radu listened to them debate the contents of the message, he was overwhelmed by a sense of dread. They were doing something wrong. He was sure of it. But he had no idea what it could be. Suddenly, a vision came into his mind, powerful and terrifying.





	He was on a small, ancient spaceship. There were over a dozen different people seated at monitors, studying computer read-outs. There was a whirring noise coming from the computers, increasing in intensity to a feverish whine. Random images flashed across the video monitors. Random sounds blared from speakers.


	“Shut the computer down!” Radu felt himself saying, but the voice was not his own. It was an older, deeper voice, with just a hint of an unrecognizable accent.


	“I can’t,” someone replied, “I’ve already tried. The shut-down routine is disabled.”


	“It’s gotten into my system too,” another voice called out.


	“Forget the shut-down routine,” Radu said in that strange other voice, “Pull the plug if you have to, but get those computers off-line!”


	“But... my data!”


	“Blast your data!” Radu snarled, “We have a computer virus on our hands; we can’t afford to have it spread! If it gets into our control systems, we’re dead!”





	Radu’s attention suddenly snapped back to the present, and he shuddered with reaction to the vision. He had no idea where the mental images had come from; he’d never experienced anything even vaguely like the vision that had just flashed through his mind so powerfully. It left him convinced that there must be something dangerous about the incoming message. “R-rosie...” he said hesitantly, “check the incoming message for computer viruses.”


	Harlan snickered. “These guys don’t even know the universal language, and you think they can make a virus that could hurt the Christa?”


	“Humor me,” Radu said softly.


	Noticing the serious expression on her friend’s face, Rosie did as he asked. “It’s clean,” she told him.


	Radu frowned. He knew he was missing something. There had to be some reason for the strange and disturbing vision. But what?


	While he contemplated this mystery, the rest of the team put together a brief message. They encrypted the universal language integration program into the message, along with a recording of Rosie saying, “Greetings! We have received your message and are happy to hear that you are preparing to move beyond your own planet. Congratulations!” After the others reviewed it, she hit the button that sent it to the Christa’s exterior transmitter...


	“Team, what’s going on down here?”


	Commander Goddard had just entered the command post, and was glancing from one crew member to another, clearly trying to determine the cause for their uncharacteristic flurry of activity.


	“We just received a message a few minutes ago,” Rosie said with her characteristic cheeriness.


	Goddard’s expression was a blend of curiosity and suspicion. “What kind of message?”


	Obligingly, Rosie replayed the message for the commander. His reaction was similar to theirs - intrigued and eager to respond - until he discovered that they had gone ahead and answered.


	“What?! Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?”


	“W-we just sent out a reply,” Rosie repeated, barely able to get the words out.


	“And you told us to respond to any message we received,” Harlan added boldly.


	Goddard was grim. “Band, am I correct in assuming you were the idea man behind this scheme?”


	Harlan nodded. “I didn’t think it was that big a deal. I mean, it’s not like we said anything insulting - we just let them know that there are sentient races around out here.” 


	“You don’t understand,” Goddard said seriously. “You’ve just committed a major breach of STARDOG protocol, not to mention UPP regulations. The message you responded to was a first-contact communication. First contact is a very delicate matter. You can’t just dash off a pat response and hope that these people interpret it the way you expect them to. First contact responses need to be carefully thought out and formulated. There’s usually a diplomatic team involved. If it’s handled incorrectly, the damage you could do to their culture is immeasurable. They could mistake us for gods or for demons. They might decide never to come out into space, or worse, they could come out into space eager to hunt down the alien menace!


	“And that’s assuming that they’re really the innocent race that we think they are,” Goddard added, “How do we know they’re not some hostile group of aliens setting a trap?” 


	The wide frightened eyes of the crew made it plain that they understood the seriousness of the matter. 


	“Sorry, Commander,” Harlan mumbled. “But what can we do now? We can’t unsend the message.”


	“No, but we can’t just ignore our response and pretend it never happened,” he said. “That might be disastrous to the culture you contacted. We’ll need to have monitors on the Command Post constantly, until we receive a response to the message. We have to be ready for whatever that response may be.” He paused. “Band, you and Radu take first shift. Someone will be up to relieve you in two hours. The rest of you, come with me.”





*	*	*





	“I should have known this would happen,” Bova said with a disgusted expression on his face. “Harlan convinced us to go ahead with something we shouldn’t have done - again - so we get an assignment about something we’ve studied since we were three years old and back in Level One classes.” He shook his head. “Everyone knows all there is to know about the first contact between humans and Rigelians. Why should we have to read the same old story again?”


	“Bova,” Rosie chided gently, “not everyone knows all there is to know about it. I mean, Suzee’s never even studied this stuff, remember?”


	“I never had to ace a quiz on it, but I sat through twelve levels of elementary classes on Titan, remember?” the Yensidian girl said in an irritated tone. More quietly, she added, “Not that I paid much attention... ”


	“Well, Miss Davenport said that there was more to the story than we learned when we were younger,” Rosie said, more dubious than she generally sounded. “Who knows? Maybe it’ll turn out to be interesting.”


	Bova shook his head. “Not if it’s anything like the way I learned it. Pretty basic stuff - the Rigelians intercepted a message that was being broadcast from an Earth ship to a space station out near Pluto. They sent a message to the Earthers that said, ‘We come to you in peace and friendship,’ and the Earth ship came back with, ‘Greetings, fellow travelers.’ ”


	Suzee sighed. “Well, I’m not going to bother reading it. I may not have paid much attention to Rigelian history, but I think I can come up with enough to get through one class period. And anyway, I don’t know when Miss Davenport is planning to have class tomorrow. I mean, I’d be surprised if Goddard let us off the command post for ten minutes of the entire day.”


	Bova said something in response to this, but Rosie was barely paying attention to the conversation. This whole thing is my fault, she thought guiltily. If I hadn’t been so excited about replying, we would have waited for Commander Goddard and he would have been able to supervise us.


	The idea of responding to a first-contact communication, of initiating a new species into the galactic family, was the reason Rosie had wanted to go to Starcademy in the first place, something which she had always felt was her destiny. She had always known exactly what she would say, what she would do, when she was faced with the situation. That was why she hadn’t really stopped to consider the consequences of taking such a huge step without the approval of the ship’s commanding officer, and why she had felt so horrible when Goddard came into the room and explained what a mistake the cadets had made.


	“I say we just skip it,” Suzee said bluntly, bringing Rosie’s attention back to the conversation. “I mean, why bother? She can’t seriously expect us to be doing homework in the middle of a crisis.”


	“Yeah,” Rosie said slowly, nodding agreement, “we probably don’t need to bother doing the reading. What could Miss Davenport teach us about the first contact that I don’t already know? I was there!” Rosie noticed the others looking at her strangely and turned an even more vivid shade of pink. “Uh... I mean, I’ve read so much about it, I feel like I was there,” Rosie amended.


	


*	*	*





	After only an hour of keeping watch in the ComPost, Harlan and Radu were already beginning to wish the human had never convinced the others to respond to the message. The tension in the room was almost palpable. Goddard’s reaction to their message had left no doubt that mishandled first contact was a serious threat to the safety of everyone involved, But the cadets didn’t know exactly what to expect. Now, all they could do was wait. Wait for a reply - or a weapon. Wait for the aliens to make their next move.


	“Hey, Radu?”


	“Yeah?” The young Andromedan was distracted, scarcely listening to his crewmate’s words.


	“I don’t understand what the commander’s so worried about. It didn’t seem like those aliens were much of a threat. If they had wanted to set a trap, why wouldn’t they bother sending a message in the universal language? Why send out something as simple as prime numbers? I mean, that’s unusual, so it would make people receiving the message more cautious than they would be otherwise...” Harlan’s nervous chatter, designed more to convince himself than his friend, trailed off as he realized the young Andromedan wasn’t even listening to him.


	“This is the Christa, calling Radu...” 


	“Huh?”


	“Are you okay, buddy? You were a million light-years away just then.”


	“Harlan, I just don’t feel like talking right now, okay?”


	The human seemed a little taken aback. Radu wasn’t usually that abrupt. “Are you sure you’re all right? The last time you didn’t feel like talking, you had decided that we’d been taken over by evil aliens and that you had to kill us all.”


	Radu smiled. “Don’t worry, I promise I haven’t picked up any alien bears lately. I’m just thinking...trying to remember something.”


	“Well, don’t think too hard,” Harlan said. “Remember, we’re supposed to be on our toes in case the aliens come at us with their slingshots and spears.”


	“What?”�	“Never mind.”


	Radu was only vaguely aware of what his crewmate was saying. His thoughts were turned inward. During his eleven years, he’d occasionally had pieces of information pop into his head without knowing where they came from. In most cases, the information could be connected with something he had experienced, or at least something he could remember learning about: something that he could pinpoint as one of his own memories. This was different. Ever since they had received that first contact message, Radu’s mind had been flooded with frightening visions of another man’s life, the life of a human who had lived long before he was even born.


	He had been studying the visions in the back of his mind, trying to find their meaning. He was certain that they were important - but how? Gradually, as he focused on them, the visions became more clear and detailed, but he still didn’t understand where they had come from or why they had thrust themselves upon his conscious mind.





	Radu could hear the whirring of the ship’s computer as it analyzed the incoming signal. He nodded approvingly and went back to his work. He tried to remain calm, but he had difficulty containing his excitement. This signal could be the first proof of the existence of sentient life outside of the Sol System! But Radu knew there was nothing he could do to help. He would only be in the scientists’ way. They would inform him if they found anything of interest in the signal, any proof that the signal was the product of extraterrestrial intelligence.


	“What the...” he heard the geologist, Dr. Saxena, mutter under his breath.


	Radu turned back. “What’s wrong?” he asked in the carefully enunciated voice that had become familiar through repeated rehashing of this vision. The voice spoke English with a degree of precision that indicated that the language was not his native tongue.


	Saxena hesitated. “N-nothing,” he said, but he didn’t sound very convincing. His dark skin had turned ashen. He was worried about something, but he was even more afraid of looking the fool if he was wrong.


	Radu could hear the whirring of the ship’s computer increasing in intensity to a feverish whine. Random images flashed across the video monitor and random sounds played through the speakers.


	“Shut the computer down,” he ordered the geologist in a calm, authoritative tone.


	“I can’t,” Saxena admitted. He looked like he was on the brink of tears. “I’ve already tried. The shut-down routine is disabled.”


	“It’s gotten into my system too,” Dr. Geiger called from across the room.


	Radu turned to the chemist and saw formulas dancing across her monitor at a lightning pace.


	“Forget the shut-down routine,” he ordered, his voice brittle. “Pull the plug if you have to, but get those computers off-line!”


	“But... my data!” Dr. Geiger protested.


	“Blast your data!” Radu snarled, “We have a computer virus on our hands; we can’t afford to have it spread! If it gets into our control systems, we’re dead!”


	“Well then, we’re dead,” Lieutenant Band said flatly from the helm. “It’s hit navigation.”


	Radu slammed his fist against a control panel in frustration. “Band, kill the power to all systems.”


	Lieutenant Band’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “But... Captain, if we interrupt the helm’s control systems, we may never - ”


	“Just do it, Band,” Radu snapped, “We don’t have much time.”


	Band ran his hands across the control panels, shutting down all the power on the ship. The lights faded to black, leaving the crew in the dim haze of the emergency backup lights. Within a few seconds, the fans of the emergency backup life support kicked in. They were alive. But for how long?





	“Band...” Radu whispered, still half lost in the vision.


	Harlan turned at the sound of his name. “What?”


	Radu shook his head to clear it of the vision. “I was remembering something,” he said softly, “And you were there. Except it wasn’t you. And it wasn’t me.”


	Harlan snorted in derision. “Crazy Romanian,” he muttered under his breath.


	Radu stared at Harlan in disbelief. “What did you say?” he asked.


	“Sorry,” Harlan mumbled, “I just said, ‘Crazy Andromedan.’”


	“Oh,” Radu said, beginning to question his sanity.





*	*	*





	“First contact is an exciting challenge, but it is also fraught with danger,” Miss Davenport said, standing uncomfortably at the edge of the central command console in the ComPost. “It can be extremely difficult to determine how an unknown species will react to first contact. In some cultures, the mispronunciation of a single word can be a deadly insult! Discovery of the existence of alien life can challenge the foundations of deeply held religious beliefs, or can seem to fulfill ancient prophecies! Those attempting to initiate contact have found themselves treated as gods, demons, and everything in between.”


	For a change, none of the students had any trouble paying attention to Miss Davenport’s lecture; even Bova was riveted by the discussion. Students who usually complained, “when are we ever going to need to know hyperspace geometry?” could clearly see the relevance of studying first contact.


	The unfamiliar atmosphere that went along with having class in the command post was only adding to the tension of anticipation. It had been nearly twelve hours since the cadets had sent their reply message, and there was still no response from the aliens. Goddard was clearly uneasy about the whole business, and that was making the crew extremely edgy. For perhaps the first time in their lives, the students had actually been grateful to Miss Davenport when she suggested holding an impromptu class session on the ComPost to help explain why first contact could be such a difficult situation.


	“I am certain that you are already familiar with at least one first contact experience: that between the humans and the Rigelians at the end of the last century,” Miss Davenport continued. “However, as I told some of you yesterday, there is much in this story that is not taught at the elementary level. Last night’s reading assignment should have introduced a few facts that you were not previously aware of.”


	At those words, the students gave each other nervous glances. Although their instructor had gone out of her way to inform each of them about the revised lesson plan and reading assignment, Harlan and Radu had not taken her any more seriously than the group in the lounge had. As the human had said, “Isn’t it a little more important to make sure we aren’t attacked by hostile aliens than to read about something we already know?”


	“Let’s start with some background, shall we?” Miss Davenport began. She displayed a star map of the region around the Sol system. “As we now know, the area around the Sol system is devoid of other advanced species. Until first contact with the Rigelians was made, humans had more or less accepted the belief that they were the only form of intelligent life in the universe. Human space exploration was focused on expansion within the Sol system, colonizing Luna, Mars and Europa.


	“The Rigelians, on the other hand, came from a sector densely packed with intelligent life forms competing for territory and resources. They had never met an advanced race that had not made contact with other intelligent species. They had been traveling for nearly two generations, trying to find a habitable solar system after their own had been destroyed by an interstellar war. Their trip had lasted so long that there were very few left with personal memories of planetary life, so they were in no rush to settle down. They knew the hazards of interstellar war, however, and they wanted to settle someplace quiet and out of the way... someplace like the Sol system.”


	Miss Davenport turned and fired off a question suddenly. “Rosie, in what year did the first contact between humans and Rigelians occur?”


	“Twenty-one eighty-six,” Rosie replied cheerfully.


	“That is correct. Suzee, what first drew the Rigelians to the Sol System?”


	Fortunately, Suzee had an eidetic memory and could recall every word she overheard in Catalina’s elementary classes. “The Rigelians picked up a primitive, 200-year-old signal that Earth had beamed into space,” she recited. “A series of prime numbers and some simple binary code. They sent out a scout ship to investigate.”


	“Very good, Suzee. Mr. Bova, where was the Rigelian scout ship located when it first made contact with people from Earth?”


	“About five AUs outside of the Sol System,” Bova said in a bored tone, rolling his eyes. “And the Earth ship they made contact with was just passing Pluto, near where the Starcademy is located today.”


	“Well done, Mr. Bova.” Miss Davenport commended. “Yes, Earth’s communications technology was quite primitive at the time, and the two ships had to be remarkably close for the Earth ship to be able to pick up the Rigelian communication.”


	So far, the questions had all related to basic information that everybody learned at the elementary level. The students had demonstrated their command of the basics. Miss Davenport decided to move into more advanced material. “Mr. Band, what was the name of the Earth ship that made contact with the Rigelians’ transmission?”


	Harlan appeared cocky and self-assured, as usual. “The Acheron, under the command of Captain Nathan Band,” he said proudly.


	“That is partially correct,” Miss Davenport said tartly.


	“What?”


	“The ship was the Acheron,” Miss Davenport agreed, “but Nathan Band was not her captain.”


	Harlan looked confused. “So what did... what did my great-grandfather do?”


	“He was the cook,” Suzee muttered.


	“Lieutenant Band was the navigator,” Radu realized, finally beginning to understand the significance of the visions – no, memories! – that had been hounding him for the last twelve hours. “The captain’s name was...”


	“Yes?” Miss Davenport encouraged.


	“The captain’s name was Radu?” Radu said as if it were a question.


	“That is correct!” Miss Davenport said, beaming broadly.


	Radu shook his head in disbelief. “Why did an Earth man have an Andromedan name?”


	“Radu is, in fact, a common name among Earth people from the state of Romania. Captain Radu Tepes of the Acheron was Romanian.”


	In the back of his mind, Radu could hear the voice that both was and was not Harlan’s saying “Crazy Romanian.” 





	Captain Tepes smiled down at his young navigator, Lieutenant Nathan Band. Band yawned back at his superior officer. The captain could not repress a chuckle. “I suppose that this ‘cargo run’ is not as exciting as intercepting pirates and smugglers in the shipping lanes, eh Lieutenant?” the captain said.


	The young lieutenant shrugged indifferently.


	“I tell you, Lieutenant, this is important work that we are doing. The Cerberus Platform will be of great historical significance. Some day, you will tell your grandchildren about this.”


	“Yeah,” Band grumbled softly, “I’ll tell them not to go out into the middle of nowhere with a crazy Romanian.”


	“I heard that,” Captain Tepes informed his navigator.





	“This was in the reading material I prepared for today’s class,” Miss Davenport said tightly, “Didn’t any of you read the assignment? Mr. Radu?” Her voice jerked the young Andromedan out of his reverie.


	“Huh? Uh...” What did she ask me? “C-can you repeat the question?”


	“What was the original mission of the Acheron?” Miss Davenport repeated through clenched teeth.


	Radu drew a blank. Like the rest of the class, he hadn’t read the assignment, but he was at an even worse disadvantage than the others: he was neither human nor Rigelian. He had not studied the first human-Rigelian contact before coming to Starcademy, as the others had. He had no idea what the original mission of the Acheron was.


	If I don’t say something, he realized, she’s going to get irritated. She can already tell that we didn’t do the reading assignment – or, at least, that Harlan didn’t do it – Radu wasn’t sure if he could trust these strange memories, but they had been accurate so far. Radu took a deep breath and plunged in, repeating what the voice in the back of his mind had said.


	“The ... the Cerberus Platform?” Radu tried.


	Miss Davenport eyes twinkled with approval. “Very good! And what was the Cerberus Platform?”


	Radu drew a blank. The only thing Captain Tepes had said about the platform was that it would be of great historical significance. Radu wasn’t sure where these memories were coming from or whether he could get any more information from them. As he watched a scowl develop on Miss Davenport’s face, though, he realized he had to say something. Come on, Captain Tepes, Radu thought, help me out.


	A new memory flooded Radu’s mind. Almost without conscious volition, the words came out of Radu’s mouth. The voice was Radu’s, but the speech patterns were Captain Tepes’s: clipped, precise and lightly accented. “The Cerberus Platform was to be the first continuously-manned space station located outside of the Sol system. Cerberus Platform orbited Sol at a distance just beyond Pluto’s orbit. After twenty years of construction, they were ready to bring Cerberus online. The Acheron brought the equipment needed to complete the platform. They also transported twenty scientists who would be the first to man the platform.”


	For a few moments, the silence was deafening. Miss Davenport could not believe that one of her students had managed to reel off such an imposing statement.


	“Very impressive, Mr. Radu,” Miss Davenport said with a rare smile. “Your use of resources is commendable. As a matter of fact, you have reminded me that I wished to play that recording for the class.”


	After pressing a few buttons on her CompuPad, she projected an image on the screen. The recording showed a man in his late thirties or early forties, with dark hair and a swarthy complexion. As the recording began to play, it was clear that it was a portion of a longer speech - a standard promotional video. “The Cerberus Platform will be the first continuously-manned space station located outside of our solar system. Cerberus Platform will orbit our sun at a distance just beyond Pluto’s orbit. After twenty years of construction, we are ready to bring Cerberus online. The Acheron will bring the equipment needed to complete the platform. We will also transport twenty scientists who will be the first to man the platform.”


	For a moment, Radu could not breathe. The recording exactly matched his memories, right down to the most minute detail of Captain Tepes’s accent and vocal inflection... but he was certain that he had never seen this recording before! The perspective of the recording was wrong: Radu did not remember seeing Captain Tepes speak; he remembered standing on that podium, reciting that speech. Impossible! he thought. It’s just my imagination!


	“A refreshing display of ingenuity, Mr. Radu,” Miss Davenport declared. “Perhaps the rest of the class would do well to adapt a bit of your resourcefulness.”


	“Hey, Radu, you’ve got something on your nose,” Harlan muttered. “Something brown.”


	Squirming uncomfortably under Miss Davenport’s unaccustomed attention and Harlan’s all-too-familiar snide comments, Radu prepared himself for an unpleasant class period. When Miss Davenport gets started on something, he thought ruefully, she never stops... We’re going to be hearing about this for the next two weeks. I should have just kept my mouth shut.


	To his great relief, however, Miss Davenport suddenly turned her attention to Bova, trying to rouse him from his ever-present stupor. “Mr. Bova, how did the Rigelians initiate first contact?”


	“They sent a message,” Bova said, as if that were obvious.


	Miss Davenport pursed her lips in displeasure. “Thank you for that penetrating insight, Mr. Bova,” she said dryly. “Would anyone care to enlighten us as to what kind of message they sent?”


	“They said, ‘We come to you in peace and friendship.’” Harlan said, “Everybody knows that!”


	“I’m sure that is what they taught you at the elementary level, Mr. Band,” Miss Davenport replied sharply, “but the purpose of this lesson was to teach you the truth behind our first contact with the Rigelians, the truth that they do not teach you at the elementary level.”


	The students looked back at Miss Davenport blankly.


	“Did anyone, other than Mr. Radu, review the materials I prepared for today’s lesson?” she pleaded.


	No one answered.


	As Harlan would have said, that was the “straw that broke the horse’s back.” Or something like that. At any rate, Miss Davenport’s attitude suddenly changed. She folded her arms across her chest with finality. “Well! I am not going to do your studying for you,” she informed them frostily. “If Mr. Radu can read this material, then so can the rest of you.”


	Radu could almost feel the eyes of his classmates drilling through him. He winced, knowing that they would make him pay for this.


	Miss Davenport continued, “You have one half hour in which to complete the reading. When I return, you will receive a test on the material that it covers.” With that denunciation, she stormed out of the ComPost.


	Turning to where Goddard stood at the central control console, quietly observing the whole scenario, Harlan tried to appeal to his sense of reason. “Commander, can’t you talk to her?” he said. “I mean, we’ve been busy waiting for a response from these aliens! We’ve had other things on our minds! We can’t be expected to waste our time reading stupid history assignments about things everybody knows!”


	“Nice try, Band, but not this time,” the commander replied firmly. “I asked Miss Davenport to prepare that lesson, because I thought it was important. There’s more to the first contact with the Rigelians than they taught you in school. You need to know this, so you won’t make the same mistake they did.”


	“What do you mean, ‘mistake’?” Harlan asked. “Contact with the Rigelians was the best thing that ever happened to both sides! It was the beginning of the UPP!”


	“If you had read Miss Davenport’s lesson, you’d know what I’m talking about,” the commander said. “Now go down to the lounge and study. I’ll keep an eye on things up here.”





*	*	*





	As soon as they got to the lounge, the other students clustered around Radu.


	“What are you trying to do?” Harlan asked angrily. “She would have been perfectly happy to break down and teach the material if you hadn’t come out with the perfect little student act...” He continued, with the world’s most horrible British accent, “‘Now, students, I refuse to subject Mr. Radu to this lesson again after he’s done such a nice job of brown-nosing...’”


	“But I didn’t spend any more time studying than you did!” Radu insisted. “We were on watch until 20:00 hours last night, and then we went down to the galley for some dinner... and then you convinced me to play Fernahernan Three-Level Spiz until it was time for lights-out.”


	Suzee looked skeptical. “So how did you pull off that speech? You can’t expect us to believe you just plucked it out of thin air.”


	“N-no, not exactly,” Radu said quietly, looking uncomfortable.


	Harlan’s face had an irritated expression. “Then what did you do, exactly?”


	“I don’t know!” the young Andromedan blurted out. “I’ve never seen that video clip before. I’ve never even studied the human-Rigelian first contact before! But the whole story seems...” He struggled for the words. “Well... it just seems familiar to me. I just ... remembered it. Not as if I studied it, but ... as if it was something I did. Like that speech was something I said.”


	There was a long silence, as the others looked at him skeptically.


	“Feel free to step in with an explanation,” he challenged suddenly.


	“Well,” Suzee speculated, “even if you hadn’t specifically studied UPP history before, you might have heard about it somewhere.” Her inadvertent choice of words seemed to spark her own interest. “Yes, of course!” she continued excitedly. That must be it! With your sensitive Andromedan hearing, you could have overheard a history class at Starcademy and not even consciously realized it! Maybe you heard about the first contact situation there, and your mind just put the bits and pieces together! And that would explain why you didn’t remember seeing the video... because you didn’t see it, you just heard it!”


	Harlan snickered. “Not likely. Even if he had heard the speech before, he can’t remember a passage he reads three minutes before class is due to start. How’s he supposed to remember, word-for-word, a speech he accidentally overheard years ago?”


	Suzee looked slightly offended. “Memory is tricky stuff,” she said haughtily. “Lots of things can cause abnormally accurate recall. The captain of the Acheron has the same name as Radu; that association may have enhanced Radu’s ability to remember the information.”


	“But... why do I remember it as if it happened to me?” Radu wondered.


	“It’s called paramnesia,” Suzee explained, “a flaw of memory, such as an error that causes dreams, fantasies or hallucinations to be remembered as real events. The mind can play some strange tricks on you.”


	“I don’t think it’s as simple as that,” Bova retorted flatly. “Sounds like a shoma trace to me.” Rosie nodded in agreement.


	Suzee rolled her eyes impatiently. “You don’t really believe in that stuff, do you?”


	At those words, Radu looked slightly apprehensive. “What’s a shoma trace?”


	Suzee snickered. “A memory of a past life,” she said barely containing her amusement. “It’s some silly old Rigelian thing. Catalina told me about it.”


	“It’s not silly,” Bova snapped. “It’s one of my people’s basic beliefs.” He turned to Harlan and Radu, who seemed more open to the idea. “It’s all part of the cycle of life: we’re born, we live, we die, and then our shomas move on to new bodies and start over. Trying to learn anything or accomplish anything is basically futile, because you’ll just die and have to do it all over again.”


	“Oh, it’s not like that at all,” Rosie chided sweetly. “You’re born, you live a good life and make lots of friends, and then you stay close to your friends throughout all your different lives! I mean, Harlan and Radu are best friends now, even though it took them a while to realize that they were friends. Maybe Captain Tepes was good friends with Lieutenant Band in that lifetime, and that’s why Radu is here with Harlan in this life!”


	The young Andromedan looked skeptical. “Well...” he said diplomatically, “I’m not sure if Captain Tepes and Lieutenant Band were exactly friends.” 


	“Yeah,” Bova added excitedly. “I’ll bet Captain Tepes treated his crew really badly, and so his punishment in his next life was getting dumped on by Lieutenant Band’s great-grandson.”


	Suzee shook her head. “This is so stupid!” she said, “If we really live lots of different lives, then how come almost nobody remembers it?”


	“W-well,” Rosie said hesitantly, “some people remember it... ”


	“Do you remember it?” Suzee shot back aggressively.


	“N-no,” Rosie said quickly, an uncomfortable expression on her face.


	“Of course she doesn’t,” Bova added defensively. “The trauma of being born makes you repress all those past life memories.”


	“Oh! But Radu wasn’t born!” Rosie said, seeming to recover quickly from her embarrassment. “Not like us, I mean. He was hatched from an egg! He didn’t have the trauma of being born! That’s why he can remember his past life!”


	Harlan was blunt. “I don’t buy it.”


	“Which part of it?” Radu asked, irritated at the casual way the human brushed off Rosie’s thought.


	“That this stuff is just coming into your head from out of nowhere. I think you studied for Miss Davenport’s class, and you’re just not willing to admit it.”


	Radu was more than a bit uncertain himself as to where this information was coming from, but the theories Bova and Rosie had proposed made more sense than anything he’d been able to come up with on his own. Harlan’s casual disbelief in the entire situation, however, had gotten under his skin. “Can’t you be open-minded, just a little bit?” he asked angrily. “I may not be able to explain it, but I know what’s happening to me. Ask me something. Something only someone who had been there would know. Didn’t your great-grandfather tell you anything about the mission, besides that he was the captain?”


	It was a dangerous bluff. Radu wasn’t certain he would be able to recall specific details on cue, but he was reasonably certain that Harlan didn’t know anything. He remembered Harlan’s excitement when he had made the discovery, during research for Miss Davenport’s family tree project, that his great-grandfather was on the Acheron mission. Radu realized that the human had probably never heard anything about this great accomplishment from his ancestor. You know how Harlan is... he jumps to the best conclusion he can reach from the smallest amount of information. He never heard or read that his great-grandfather was the captain. He assumed it... and he was wrong. And I just threw that back in his face. Radu was about to apologize, but it was too late.


	“Yeah, my great-grandfather told me something, all right,” Harlan snapped in an aggressive tone of voice Radu hadn’t heard him use in months. “He told me not to go out into the middle of nowhere with –”


	“–with a crazy Romanian,” Radu finished.


	Harlan stared at Radu. “How did you know that?”


	“I don’t know,” Radu answered honestly.


	Before the students had a chance to assimilate this strange new turn of events, they heard Commander Goddard’s voice crackling over the intercom. “All hands to the command post,” the commander announced grimly. “We’ve received a reply to our message.”





*	*	*





	“When did the message come in, Commander?” Harlan asked as he emerged from the jumptubes. The others were right behind him, concerned expressions on their faces.


	Goddard’s expression was bleak. “Just a few minutes ago.”


	“Well, w-what did they say?” Rosie asked, a bit unnerved by the commander’s behavior.


	Without a word, Goddard hit the button that would play the aliens’ reply.


	“Greetings! We have received your message...”


	Suzee looked perplexed. “But - but this is what we sent them.”


	“Just wait.”


	“...preparing to move beyond your own planet. Congratulations!”


	By all rights, the message should have ended there - but it didn’t. The static that should have ended the message had been replaced by a horrific sound: the screams of someone in the most horrible stages of torture. Radu clapped his hands over his ears, trying to block out the sound.


	Once the message came to an end, the students’ eyes met. No one was quite sure what to make of this.


	“Well, we’ve made contact with some friendly new neighbors,” Suzee muttered sarcastically to no one in particular.


	Bova was more blunt. “It was a trap,” the young Uranusian said. “They were trying to lull us into a false sense of security so that we’d get into range... and we fell for it. They’ll probably attack any minute now.”


	Harlan shook his head. “No,” he said quietly. “They aren’t acting like hostiles. Hostiles wouldn’t keep up the charade this long. They would have gone right ahead and threatened us, or boarded us, or something.”


	Suzee looked skeptical. “If they aren’t hostiles, then what’s going on?”


	Rosie’s face had an uncertain expression. “M-maybe we gave them the wrong idea,” she said. “Maybe somehow, they misinterpreted our message and thought that we were hostiles. So they’re trying to scare us away before we go in and attack them.”


	“Well,” Harlan said slowly, “having their guard up might not be a bad thing. After all, the universe can be a tough neighborhood if you don’t know what you’re getting into.”


	“No,” Radu broke in. “That’s the last thing we want them to think.”


	“Why?” Harlan said. “After the UPP formed, the first race that poked its nose in to look around our solar system was the Spung. We were friendly to them and almost ended up getting ourselves conquered in the bargain! Maybe it’s better off if these people start off cautious.”


	“Yeah, and then they head out into the universe ready to pick a fight!” Radu shot back. “Do you know anything about Spung history, Harlan?” The human shook his head. “Back when they were on the verge of developing space travel, they somehow got the idea that all alien life was evil, that everyone else was always ready for a fight. So once they got a little more technologically developed, they came out with their guard up. Now they’ve conquered dozens of solar systems and enslaved entire races. Do we want to let that happen again? Or do we want to give these people the right impression?”


	The young human was silent for a moment. “Okay,” he agreed finally, “then what should we do?”


	“I don’t understand how they could have gotten the wrong impression,” Suzee muttered, “It was just a friendly greeting. How could they misinterpret it?”


	“Maybe the ULP file got corrupted or something,” Rosie suggested, “Maybe something went wrong and the program didn’t get installed properly.”


	Suzee shook her head. “The ULP integrates automatically. They’d have had to work at it to mess up the installation. Unless the crew of this ship shut their computer down in the middle of the process, there’s no way it wouldn’t integrate properly.”


	As though those words had been what it took to pull open the gate which had been separating the young Andromedan’s consciousness from the memories of Captain Tepes, the pieces suddenly fell into place in the back of Radu’s mind. Shut the computer down! Captain Tepes had said, Pull the plug if you have to, but get those computers off-line... We have a computer virus on our hands; we can’t afford to have it spread! Radu suddenly realized the significance of the memory that had been haunting him all day.


	“Suzee?” he blurted out suddenly, “how does the ULP integrate itself into a ship’s systems?”


	The young telepath looked puzzled at the question. “It’s an automatic process,” she repeated, sounding slightly exasperated at her crewmate’s obvious stupidity.


	“Yeah, I know that,” Radu said, more sharply than he’d intended. “But what happens? How does it work?”


	“The ULP spreads through the computer system, assimilating all available information about the language used within that system, then it builds a translation algorithm to convert the sound or text of that language into a universal language that can be understood by any other computer system using the ULP.”


	“So, during the integration process... the computer would be opening files for no apparent reason?”


	“Yeah.”


	“It would be accessing data without being told to?”


	“Of course,” Suzee said, as if it was obvious. “It needs to ‘learn’ the native language somewhere.”


	“That’s it!” the young Andromedan blurted out. “That’s why they thought we were threatening them!”


	His crewmates looked perplexed.


	“They thought it was a computer virus!” Radu explained excitedly, “The same thing happened when the Rigelians replied to Earth’s first contact message.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Goddard nodding. “The Rigelians included the ULP within the context of the message. When the Acheron received it, their computers started going wild. They thought they’d been infected with a computer virus. They shut everything down. They never let the ULP finish integrating, so they didn’t know what the message from the Rigelians said. And they didn’t care, because they were too busy dealing with the ‘computer virus’ they’d been infected with.”


	There was a long silence... and finally, Harlan asked the question that was on everyone’s mind. “So, what did the Rigelians do next? How did they convince the Acheron’s crew that they weren’t hostiles?”


	Radu closed his eyes, trying desperately to pull up more memories. He knew that the solution to this problem was buried somewhere in his mind, but as he’d suspected earlier, he couldn’t pick and choose what he was going to remember. Still, there seemed to be a bit more coming to the surface...





	Now that the immediate crisis was over, Captain Tepes had time to think.


	“I’ll get to work bringing life support back online,” Band announced.


	Tepes shook his head negatively.  “Our first priority is communications.”  When Band raised an eyebrow in surprise, the captain explained, “Our lives are not important when all life in the solar system is at stake. There is a potentially hostile extraterrestrial intelligence transmitting a fast-moving virus that can take control of all of our computer systems. If this virus gets loose on Earth or on one of our colonies, it could bring our entire civilization to a standstill. We must warn Earth.” 


	Band pressed his lips together grimly and nodded agreement. 


	It took them nearly twelve hours, but Captain Tepes and Lieutenant Band were indeed able to disconnect the communications system from the computers. Quickly, they transmitted a warning message back to Earth via an analog signal. There was a certain amount of risk involved: without the computer technology to digitally encrypt the transmission, the message could be understood by anyone in the solar system who might be monitoring their communications frequency. But there was no way around the problem. They could not risk putting the computers back online. 


	Once the message was sent, they turned their attention to disconnecting life support and other systems from computer control. 





	“I - I don’t know,” Radu was forced to admit. “I can’t remember.”


	Harlan sighed good-naturedly. “You mean, we’ll actually have to look it up in the historical database?”


	“I’ll start running a search,” Suzee said as she stepped down from the engineering console.


	Rosie squirmed. “Oh....” She hesitated. Finally, she said, “You don’t have to do that. I think I know what the Rigelians did.”


	Although she would never have admitted it to her crewmates, Rosie had always believed that her last incarnation was Enke, the captain of the Rigelian scout ship that had made contact with the humans for the first time. She had discovered long ago that voicing her opinion got her nothing but snide comments from her classmates and strange looks from adults, especially since Enke was a member of the race that had colonized Saturn rather than a member of Rosie’s own race.


	But when the crew of the Christa had received this first-contact message, Rosie couldn’t help but become excited. She had always felt that she was meant to continue Enke’s work in this life. That was why the whole scenario of first contact had always been so intriguing to her. When she had realized exactly what kind of message the Christa was receiving the day before, she had suddenly gotten a strong feeling that somehow, she was meant to be receiving the message - that it was her purpose, her destiny, to help coax these people into the universe. This was why she had been so excited to respond to it... and why it had been such a letdown when Commander Goddard came in and told the kids what a mistake they had made.


	Rosie dug into the back of her mind, into the memories that she had tried to suppress for so long.





	“You’re sure they got the message?” Enke asked.


	“I’m just as sure as I was the last ten times you asked,” Boris snapped.


	“Then why aren’t they responding?” Enke muttered rhetorically.


	“Maybe their computer systems are so primitive, they can’t assimilate the Universal Language Program,” Boris suggested, “Maybe they don’t even have computers!”


	The pink-skinned navigator, Natasha, laughed indulgently. “Don’t be ridiculous!” she chided. “Of course they have computers. How could they get so far out into space without computers? Maybe their computer systems are just so different from ours that they’re incompatible with the ULP. Maybe their systems are even more advanced then ours!”


	“Or maybe this is a trap,” Boris countered. “Maybe they’re just trying to lull us into a false sense of security, and when our ships get into range, they’ll attack!”


	 “That’s enough,” Enke barked. If she had to listen to one more of their arguments, she was going to scream, and that might damage the ship.


	For a few moments, the crew was silent.


	“Commander Enke, sensors are registering a transmission from the alien ship,” Boris announced suddenly. “But it’s not directed at us. It’s directed at the third planet in the solar system.”


	“Can you pick up the signal?” Enke asked.


	“I’m trying.” Then he added in a smug tone, “It’s a very primitive analog signal.”


	“Analog signal?”  the commander wondered, “But the first signal we picked up from them was digital, wasn’t it?”


	Boris shrugged.  “That’s what it looked like.  But who knows what it was?  If they don’t have the ULP, then we can’t decipher it.”


	“And it looks like they can’t assimilate the ULP.”  Enke shook her head in disgust.  “It looks like you were right, Boris.  Too primitive.  Not worth our time.”


	“But ... isn’t that exactly what we’re looking for?” Natasha protested, “A place safe from interstellar war? What could be safer than primitive neighbors?”


	Enke had to admit, she had a point. “Play the message, Boris.”


	A voice emerged from the interior speakers. It sounded much like an adult male Rigelian voice, but the language was completely unfamiliar.


	“Is there any way we can translate that?” Enke asked, though she already knew the answer.


	Boris snorted derisively. “You’ve gotta be kidding. There aren’t any universal language indicators anywhere in this transmission! We might as well try to translate the caroling of Natasha’s pet fire lizard!”


	Enke sighed. “Well then, there’s only one thing left to do.”


	“Give up and go home?” Boris surmised.


	Enke frowned at him. “Send them the same kind of message that brought us to this solar system in the first place: prime numbers. Broadcast them back in exactly the same form we received them, but in reverse order. Just let them know we’re here, we’re intelligent, and we want to talk.”


	They sent the message out. A few minutes later, they received a reply in kind from the alien ship. They sent out another message: a short musical composition. The alien ship sent them back another musical composition from their own culture.


	Finally, they sent out another voice message, hoping that somehow the aliens were able to integrate the ULP. They made it short, simple and to-the-point: “This is Commander Enke of Rigel. We come to you in peace and friendship.” Miraculously, they received a reply in the universal language: “Greetings, fellow travelers. This is the Science Ship Acheron from the planet Earth.”





	Rosie summarized what she remembered, saying that it was something she had heard somewhere. The others didn’t need to know that she had heard it in her own memory.


	“Okay,” Harlan said slowly, once the young Mercurian had finished her story. “That sounds simple enough... broadcast the primes in reverse order.”


	Suzee scoffed. “Yeah, it’s simple... it’s too simple to work, if you ask me.”


	“Well,” Radu said in the more decisive voice he’d begun to use lately, “it might be simple, but it worked before. We may as well give it a shot.”


	“What do you think, Commander?” Harlan asked.


	“Get that message together,” Goddard agreed.


	Within a few minutes, Suzee had compiled a simple reply message... the prime numbers from twenty-three down to one. It was sent quickly... and then, once again, all the crew had to do was wait.


	“Come on,” Radu muttered to no one in particular. “You’ve got to risk it. Turn your computers back on.” 





	Back on the Acheron, the communications panel chirped, letting them know that a message was coming in. Lieutenant Band was up to his elbows in wires, trying to get the life support systems back online without computers. Without much forethought, Band tapped the communications panel to play the message. The speakers began to play a series of beeps.


	Captain Tepes looked up sharply. “What is that?” he asked.


	“I thought it was an incoming message,” Band replied distractedly, “but it sounds like it’s just interstellar static.”


	“No, I don’t think it’s static,” Tepes said thoughtfully, “It’s not random. There’s a pattern, a sequence: prime numbers. It’s much like the messages Earth used to send to make contact with alien life.”


	“An echo?” Band suggested.


	“No,” the captain decided, “this signal plays the primes in reverse. What is the source of the transmission?”


	Band extracted himself from the life support controls and sat down at communications. As he analyzed the signal, he turned pale. “It’s coming from the same place that the computer virus came from!” he said, “It’s the aliens! They’re trying to trick us into turning our computers back on, so their virus can finish us off!”


	“Or perhaps there has been a misunderstanding,” Tepes surmised, “Perhaps their message was not meant to affect our systems this way.” The old sense of wonder and excitement came back to the captain. “Band, reply to them. Send them another sequence of primes ... forward this time, like Earth’s original message.”


	Band sent the message. “Now what do we do?”


	Tepes sighed. “Now we wait.”


	An hour later, they received a reply: a scale of musical notes. The Acheron replied with a piece of classical music. Finally, they received a message that sounded like a human female speaking an incomprehensible language.


	Tepes shook his head in frustration. “How can we communicate with no common language?” he muttered.


	“It’s too bad we don’t have a universal translator, like in those old science fiction movies,” Band commented. Then his eyes widened as a strange thought occurred to him.  “Or maybe we do...”


	Tepes frowned at the junior officer, trying to figure out what he was suggesting.  


	“That thing that invaded our systems...” Band explained with growing excitement, “Maybe it wasn’t a virus at all!  Maybe it was ... some kind of translation program, trying to learn our language by reading our data banks!”


	The captain considered this.  “It did not seem to destroy any data,” he noted.  “It merely opened and closed files.”  Tepes reached a decision. “We must let this program run its course.”


	“But... but...” Dr. Saxena said in a strangled voice, “if you’re wrong...”


	“My data!” Dr. Geiger moaned.


	“We will not take any chances,” Captain Tepes reassured the scientists.  “We will activate only the computer systems needed for the communications array.  Your data will not be affected.”


	Tepes and Band reconnected the some of the computer controls for the communications systems, then reactivated them. The crew and their passengers watched in tense silence as the console went wild, opening and closing files and accessing data. After a nearly twenty minutes of this process, the systems slowed and stopped. Band instructed the computer to play back the last message from the aliens.


	A female voice burst from the ship’s speakers. “This is Commander Enke of Rigel,” the voice said, “We come to you in peace and friendship.”


	Captain Tepes released the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. The passengers began to cheer their success.


	Tepes turned to the communications panel, realizing that some kind of reply was required. He was overwhelmed by the historic importance of his task: he was about to become the first human ever to speak to an alien life form. What could he say?


	He decided to keep his message simple: “Greetings, fellow travelers,” he told them, “This is the shuttle Acheron from the planet Earth.”





	At the sound of Rosie’s voice, the young Andromedan was broken out of his trance: “We’re getting another incoming signal!”


	The Christa herself seemed to be holding her breath as Rosie opened the message...


	“Greetings!” a friendly voice said in the perfectly understandable universal language. “We are the crew of the shuttle Rimar, from the planet Dala. We are extremely gratified to make your acquaintance.” 





*	*	*





	After that actual first contact between the Christa and the people of planet Dala, things were necessarily brief. The cadets sent out another message, explaining that they were simply students on a training ship and apologizing for meddling with the message in the first place. Then, after another hour went by with no further response from the Dalans, Goddard finally released the crew from duty for the day.


	The students gathered in the lounge, able to truly relax for the first time since this ordeal began. Suzee and Bova set up the Minbari chess board. Rosie relaxed on the circular couch. Radu sat down at the computer simulator. Harlan came over to join him.


	“What are you playing?” Harlan asked.


	Radu blushed. “I’m not playing,” he admitted. “I’m studying for Miss Davenport’s class tomorrow.”


	“What, are you nuts?” Harlan exclaimed. “After what we’ve been through?  We deserve a break!”


	“Maybe,” Radu acknowledged.  “But I keep thinking... next time something like this happens, we may not have any shoma traces to rely on.”


	Harlan considered that.  “You’re nuts,” he decided.





*	*	*





	A few minutes after the students had left, Goddard heard the familiar whoosh as the Compost door opened. 


	“Did the students perform acceptably, Commander?” Miss Davenport asked.


	Goddard smiled tolerantly. “Well, they didn’t quite know what to make of that ‘threatening’ message that the ‘Dala people’ sent them. But once they discovered the mistake they’d made in sending the ULP right away, they pulled together very well to figure out the best way to fix the problem.”


	“Excellent,” Miss Davenport said with a smile. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you agreed to go along with this exercise, Commander. I truly believe that in this case, it was best that the students learn how to deal with a first-contact scenario through experience rather than out of a textbook.”


	Goddard nodded, biting his tongue to refrain from mentioning that experience would have been the only way the cadets would have learned anything about a first-contact scenario, since none of them had even bothered to crack their textbooks before this lesson...


	“I wonder what Harlan would say if he found out that we pulled the wool over his eyes on this one?” he speculated aloud.


	Miss Davenport’s expression suggested that she had a very definite answer to that. “Given all the pranks that Mr. Band has played in his time,” she said, “I do believe that he would see the humor in it.” Goddard nodded agreement. “And personally,” she continued, “I must admit that it is rather nice - for once - to be the ones having the last laugh.”


