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      Niida sat on her four back limbs on the cool wood floor of a room called the Community Center. The room was in the complex where Vert lived and he was hosting the study group.

      The room looked bare to Niida. Walls and floor a bland green color compared to the vibrant juicy colors of her home-world, Cassion. So much of Earth lacked color. She was growing used to it.

      Large windows looked out over gardens which consisted of tall reeds where a large concentration of birds grazed. Vert had called them Canadian geese. Occasionally the old human caretaker ran through the tall plants, probably for exercise, with his dog. The black and white dog chased the geese who flew a short distance then stopped to fertilize the plants. The caretaker slowly chased after them. It had happened again and again since she’d arrived. How much exercise did an old human need? Or was it some sort of game? Humans were still a mystery to her.

      Niida had arrived early for the meeting. She’d wanted to make sure to find a large enough space. A year on Earth had taught her that human buildings rarely took her size into consideration. Even though this complex had been built for Unity employees from across the Multiverse, many of them were miniscule. Cassions were not.

      The room smelled of Gassian sweat. The cloying flowery smell was given off when they were too hot or under stress. Anything above forty degrees Fahrenheit was too hot for them.

      This Gassian just soldiered on. She obviously wanted to learn about humans. and had arrived early as well. Perhaps she had also been concerned about finding a large enough space. Gassians were also large, just a bit smaller than Cassions, although from a completely different section of the multiverse.

      Niida wasn’t so sure she wanted to learn more about humans. She only had three more months left on this planet and then would go home. Cassion was a mixed blessing. She longed to return to the darkness of the lush forests of Cassion, even though the family would be there to greet her.

      Family always created problems for those involved in service to the Unity. They didn’t understand that the Multiverse was a massively diverse place. And that coming into contact with so many other ideas had changed her.

      She was considering staying for another term in the Cassion Embassy here on Earth just to avoid them. If so, she would need to work harder at understanding humans to help forge those pesky trade agreements.

      The others trickled into the room. Off-worlders who’d signed up for this human study group. The only thing all of them seemed to have in common was that they were part of the Unity.

      The last one to arrive was the human. She wore the universal green ribbon which meant that for right now, she was female. The ribbon was tied around a single braid on her hair that hung just past an ear. The rest of her hair was cut very short and dyed a lovely shade of turquoise-purple. Humans had no word for that color, but Cassions did. The sound just couldn’t be replicated by any human that Niida had found.

      The woman was tall for a human and skinny. It looked like she hadn’t grown into those bones. She tripped over a chair leg and dropped her pile of belongings. The Catalpan, who wore an orange clip holding his white hair, leapt up to help her.

      Catalpans changed gender at will. The next meeting he might be female and wearing a green ribbon instead of the orange clip or pin.

      The system was two-fold. Green for female, Orange for male, blue for none of your business. Females wore the color on ribbons, males on clips or pins for those beings who were color blind. The blue color was worn with a chain. The system had been created for Earth. Humans seemed to have a peculiar need to know. Their common language, English, didn’t function well without the knowledge.

      The Catalpan’s four arms had picked up all the human’s belonging before she could even catch her balance.

      “Oh, thanks,” she said.

      No one else spoke. The Tantoans were probably annoyed that the human was three minutes late. A grave insult to them.

      Being polite to everyone in the multiverse meant having all eight legs attached to something solid. It was a balancing act that Niida had gotten fairly good at. However new entities whose quirks Niida didn’t know were continually showing up as new Unity members. She studied hard to keep up.

      “Hello everyone,” said the human, having recovered her stability. “I’m Lula Pinnock. I’m one of the Earth Languages Translators at Unity. We’ll be meeting every Tuesday and Thursday at 19:00. Thursday is two evenings from tonight. Vert has asked me to lead this group and help you learn more about my planet’s cultures.”

      The human glanced at Vert, the Camassan. He dipped his central frond at her. Niida looked away. All Camassans looked like ferns to her. She ate ferns, so had done her best to avoid Camassans, however nice they might be.

      Niida watched Lula balance on her two legs. How had humans even survived with only two legs? Niida would have called it a design flaw.

      “First, I think we should go around the room and introduce ourselves and talk about why we’re each here and also something interesting about those from our home worlds. My interesting thing about humans is that it’s for us you are all wearing signals that speak to your gender. Our language hasn’t yet evolved completely to include those who are more than one gender or those who change gender. We are grateful for your effort to help us understand and be clear about things. We’ll begin on my right with Vert and then go in a circle around the room.”

      Niida gave a sigh of relief. She’d be last. That would give her time to think of something to say.

      “I’m Vert, from Camassa. I’m new here on Earth and thought this would be a perfect way to get to know everyone. This is the first time I’ve been away from home and I wanted this study group, thinking it would be a wonderful way to learn more about the multiverse and those who live there. I work for the Earth-Camassa Liaison Department at the Camassan Embassy,” he said. Then turned to the group of Meazza on his right.

      “I’m the speaker for the Meazza. I’m Glitter,” he said in a high-pitched squeaky voice. Then named the other four Meazza, who were only as tall as the chair upon which they sat. They all had black beetle-like bodies with hot-pink wings and looked identical except for their gender ribbons and clips or pins. Glitter named the other four Meazza who were: Blueberry, Tinkerbell, Mush and Shoe.

      “We love Earth and have been here for six hundred and forty-three name changes. We change our names nearly every human day. Although we understand that can be troublesome for others. We will keep these same names for this group. Among ourselves, we might keep changing names. We all work in the Meazza-Earth Interface Office,” he said.

      On their right was a Sartalan. A three-meter tall humanoid with bright-white skin on his face, a ruff of fur around the neck and large black eyes.  The body was striped white and black and he had a long tail. The Sartalan exuded a strong smell that resembled human peanut butter. Niida could smell it clear across the room.

      “I am Magwab. I work security in the Sartalan-Earth Embassy. Which requires delicacy as humans are easily injured. On Sartala we wage war against each other for sport and the losers are part of the victory feast,” he said, sitting more erect.

      “What part of the victory feast?” asked Glitter.

      “The main course,” said Magwab. He turned to his right.

      The Meazza edged to the side of the chair farther away when Magwab looked the other direction.

      “I’m Squip, from Setagea. We love to have fun and try new things. I’m thrilled to be here and learn about Earthlings. I get to assist in the Setagean Outreach Program, teaching Earthlings about Setagea. My family and I are looking forward to seeing what I learn here. The podlings will be waiting up when I get home to hear all about it. It’s even more fun that I get to learn about all of you too,” she said, nearly bouncing out of the plastic slime-absorbent chair.

      The Setagean was green and round with a bulbous head. She had feelers on top of her head and waved her arms and legs as she spoke.

      “Oh, and our podlings have numbers for names. They choose a real name when they reach maturity.”

      On Squip’s right sat a Tolpian. They were reptilian beings. He was dressed in gauzy silver fabric, anchored by blue rhinestone pins which went perfectly with his blue and purple intricately patterned scales. The orange pin looked completely out of place. His face reminded Niida of a chameleon with its blunt snout. He had two arms, legs and a long tail that was wrapped around the back of the chair.

      “I’m Asoona,” he said. “I am from Tolpia and am honored to be here. I work in the section of our embassy that helps solve problems. We Tolpians come in three genders which we choose as young ones: female, male and neuter. Each relationship we choose to participate in contains one of each gender. Our lives revolve around finding new ways to express our love for ourselves, each other and the world.”

      Niida had been friends with another Tolpian from the Embassy, who’d moved on to a different planetary post. One of the nicest beings she’d ever met.

      Asoona bowed, acknowledging he was finished speaking and turned to the Catalpan.

      The Catalpan stood in one fluid motion to speak. He was a humanoid, just over two meters tall. Lean and lanky, with four arms, two at the base of the neck, two where a human’s hips would have been, except that Catalpan’s had no joints. It was as if their entire body was flexible and could bend in any direction. The skin was salmon colored, but Niida knew they changed it at will, as they did genders. Silky-white hair sprouted from odd places and was decorated with silver charms and beads which dangled and chimed. Plus an orange hair clip.

      “I am Daisy. I work for Unity as an interpreter, as I speak 4,690 different language groups fluently. I’m currently learning Lushootseed Salish, Siksika and Dine. They are from some of the aboriginal tribal peoples of this continent. I want to learn more about Earth’s current inhabitants, so I’m here. We Catalpans have a complex gender system ranging from male and female and androgynes and neuters. We shift our genders depending on what suits our lives at the time. Within our culture, this is signaled by our hair. Decorated hair means the Catalpan is presenting as male. Females don’t decorate their hair, but have piercings and wear jewelry. Androgynes completely remove their hair. Neuters, who are a large part of our population dye their hair using plants and minerals.”

      Daisy returned to his chair as fluidly as he’d stood. Catalpans were known for their great facility for languages. They too, used names derived from Earth to make it easy for others to pronounce.

      Next came a Duveilian. There weren’t many of them on Earth, but Niida had encountered them on other planets. Humanoids with two heads that silently shared thoughts and feelings, they were heavily muscled and had a tentacle on each hip. Even though Niida was across the room, she caught the faint scent of chocolate they all exuded. Chocolate, one of the best things Earth exported. It was farmed on Duveilia as well, but with less success.

      “I’m Renata and my other half is Jolie,” said the head with long thick creamy-white hair. “We work at our embassy in legal. We write the contracts for our corps who manufacture chocolate here on Earth. We’re here to learn more about humans. We love this planet. It’s not nearly as crowded as Duveilia. An interesting thing about us, hmmm. Perhaps it’s that once we choose a partner, it’s for life.”

      The second head, with short dark hair nodded and turned to the right.

      “I’m Kleep. A Tantoan. New on Earth, just arrived last week. I, along with our AI, give presentations to humans about Tantoans. I don’t understand Earth’s customs at all. So here I am. I am one being, although you see three. One controls sight, another sound, another movement. I contain all three genders. We are always together. If one of us dies, so do the others, as we are so intimately connected. Tantoans see lateness as the ultimate insult. I must adjust. Humans are always late.”

      The Tantoan looked like vids of stick insects that Niida had seen when first arriving on Earth. The three bodies were about a meter tall and shared a chair.

      “I’m Schooos and from Ossia. I wear this suit to protect both the human environment surrounding me and all of you.”

      The round suit was made of a black material with a clear helmet-like thing over what might be called a head. The Ossian seemed to be made of flames.

      “I am a public relations officer for our embassy. Ossians can lower our flames at will. Also we have no gender. We are not offended if you refer to us as it. We do not consider the word an insult.”

      Niida’s head was spinning. She’d never remember all these names or worlds.

      “I’m Martha,” said the Gassian.

      She was three-legged and almost as large as Niida, with a long tail that draped over the chair and lay on the floor behind her. Martha’s wooly fur was purple. Which Niida knew meant she was embarrassed, and young. Older Gassians had more control over their emotions.

      “I’m from Gassia and at at the embassy to learn how to communicate with humans. I think the most interesting thing about us is our family structure. We have multiple fathers and mothers and a very long adolescence compared to other beings in the multiverse.” Martha turned to her right.

      “Pyranz is the name. From Ruplovia. Also with legal at the Ruplovian Embassy. Here to understand humans. Ruplovians do not eat plants or use them and are offended by those who do.”

      Niida felt immediately uncomfortable. She was an herbivore, like all Cassions. She couldn’t talk about that then.

      Ruplovians had six tube feet like sea stars and a long wide green tube for their body which opened at the top. Inside was a sticky sap-like nectar which attracted insects. Which the Ruplovians then digested. Niida had met one before. This one identified as male, from the orange pin attached to an orange banner wrapped around the tube body. She didn’t even want to think about how they had sex.

      She realized everyone was looking at her. It was her turn.

      “Oh hello. I’m Niida. From Cassion. I work as a negotiator for trade agreements at the Embassy. I’ve been on Earth a year and still don’t understand humans. So, I thought this study group might be enlightening. I can’t think of a single thing that’s interesting about Cassions. Except maybe our four eyes can move independently of each other. Which comes in handy back home in the forests of Cassion.”

      “Good,” said Lula. “Well, there are a lot of us here. I don’t know about you, but that’s a lot of information to remember. Humans learn by repetition.”

      There were some mumbles of assent around the room.

      Pyranz said, “Got it all. No repetition needed here.”

      “Well, I thought we’d begin this group with handing out assignments. In a couple of months, nearly half of the planet celebrates what humans call Christmas, even though few celebrate it as a religious holiday. Also many people either celebrate the Winter Solstice for the northern hemisphere of Earth or Summer Solstice for the southern half. There are also New Year’s celebrations close to the same time of year. There’s a lot of celebrating happening.”

      Niida watched Lula looked around. Perhaps to see if they were all paying attention. Daisy had fallen asleep, draped backwards over his chair and was snoring.

      “I thought it would be fun if we delved deep into one of the traditions of Christmas, since it’s just over six weeks away. People used to sing what were called Christmas Carols to each other. One was called The Twelve Days of Christmas. Each day a number of gifts were sent to a true love. I have just now sent you a copy of the words of the song. I’m going to assign you each a lyric to research and you will report back to the group what you think it means.”

      Niida received the message, but the words made little sense to her.

      Lulu stood and walked in front of Niida and said, “You’re going to research day number one. And will present your findings at the next meeting.”

      Then in front of Pyranz. “Day number two. Due two meetings from now.”

      Lulu went around the entire room and gave people numbers for their days.

      “I don’t understand the words,” said Niida. “I’ve never heard of a partridge. And why would someone give a person a pear tree? There isn’t room in most apartments for trees.”

      Pyranz said, “No keeping trees in apartments. Cruel.”

      He glared with small black eyes that pierced her boundaries. Niida didn’t like him, but she politely covered it up.

      “You will need to research what the lyrics for your day mean. And report at the next meeting. Well, we’re out of time. See you Thursday,” said Lula.

      And she was gone. Took her belongings and fled the room.

      Niida looked around. Some of the group began to leave. Others looked as stunned as Niida felt.

      What was she going to do? Only three days to figure out what to say. She couldn’t do it.

      As she took the autovan back to Mrish’s Elegant Living Spaces for Larger Beings, Niida went over the song lyrics, trying to understand the meaning.

      Why would someone give their true love a tree for Christmas? In her time on Earth, Niida had come to understand a little about Christmas. It was based on an ancient religious holiday and colonialism. The conquerers had imposed their religion on pagan lands and their holidays and rituals had consumed the pagan celebrations, even occurring on the same dates. In the case of Northern Europe, Christmas had swallowed up yule and the winter solstice. The pagan symbolism of evergreen trees and holly and ivy had come to epitomize Christmas as it shifted to a secular and commercial frenzy of gift-giving and feasting. That was during the period of rampant excess.

      Today the holiday had been diluted by the influx of Unity residents. And the other religions which existed on Earth. As far as Niida knew, the holiday was now celebrated by getting together with family and giving modest gifts, the making of which didn’t harm the planet. And eating a healthy meal together. Humans seemed to be more focused on their connections than on material goods. No matter the advertising of elaborate gifts. Most humans weren’t that wealthy.

      Niida did some research about partridges once she got back to her room. Partridges were ground birds, not tree birds. They were also associated with Athena, a Greek Goddess. Which meant that the symbolism of wisdom and fertility had become embedded in the culture overtaken by Christianity.

      The pear tree, she found, symbolized prosperity, health and happiness. And possibly abundance and longevity. Basically, the lover was wishing the woman he courted fertility, health and happiness. Gifts that would ultimately benefit him if he gained possession of her through marriage, as was the human custom in that time period. The males owned the females.

      Niida shuddered at the thought. Most humans had just risen out of their barbaric customs. Some of them still lived with them. Still the Unity had opened for them, as they did sometimes for backwards planets which had abundant natural resources.

      In this case, Earth had cacao trees, which were very picky about where they grew. Throughout the multiverse, demand outstripped supply.

      Earth also had an abundant supply of mollusks. Not only were mussels a delicacy throughout the Unity, but also snails and slugs.

      Cassions were herbivores, so mollusks didn’t appeal to her, but chocolate was delicious.

      Niida thought long and hard about how to present her part of the song at the next study group. There was little she could do that wouldn’t insult someone.

      She considered leaving the group. A cowardly move, but effective.

      On Tuesday after her work at the embassy, Niida walked through one of the human shopping centers. Many humans still enjoyed the experience of searching for gifts in stores. As did many other Unity members.

      The place was packed. Niida had a difficult time moving through the crowds. The mass of humans, the constant music, the smells of cinnamon and fir trees overwhelmed her. Everywhere her four eyes looked, she saw images of trees and birds. Snow and candy canes. One store had a funnel-shaped basket of fruit and vegetables, which made Niida’s mouth water.

      Then an idea came to her. It wasn’t a prime 1 idea, but it was the best one she’d had.

      It took six shopping trips over the next two evenings, but finally she found all the supplies for her presentation. Niida drew an elaborate sign with the lyrics. Maybe sign wasn’t the best description. It was also a chart with all the possible symbolic meanings she’d found for partridge and pear tree.

      On Thursday, Niida’s supervisor called her to confer.

      “You seem distracted yesterday. Is everything fine with you?”

      Niida explained about the study group.

      “Yes, doing presentations is always so difficult for us. I am pleased you took this challenge upon yourself. Does this mean you’ll be staying here for another term?”

      “I don’t yet know. I am considering it. Family, you know.”

      “Yes, I do. My family want me home. They believe I am a failure.”

      “We both know you are not,” said Niida.

      “Yes. I shall not return to Cassion. Much do I miss the jungles of my homeland. I strive to recreate them in my home here.”

      Niida nodded. She smiled as the thought of Pyranz’s reaction if he could see her room. It was filled with plants in pots of dirt. Many of them reached the tall ceiling with its many skylights. Her room was a humid blooming and tangled jungle. Many of the plants she dined on daily. A small hive of bees lived in one corner, pollinating the fruit, which she also ate. A pear tree wouldn’t be out of place.

      It took all her four arms to carry the supplies to the meeting room. She was excited to give her presentation and just hoped everyone would be receptive to new ideas. That’s why they were at the study group. To learn about humans and their ideas, after all.

      She was the first to arrive. So Niida set up her display in the front of the room. Then arranged the chairs in a fan shape around the back and sides, as humans often did. Vert arrived next, since he lived in the complex.

      Niida sat on the floor near the display, crossing her four legs and four arms in the meditative posture of Gdep. She closed her eyes and sat, breathing deeply and calming herself. She smelled when Martha entered the room, although the gardenia scent was milder today than it had been on Tuesday.

      Niida heard the high squeaky voices of Glitter, Blueberry, Shoe and the other two whose names she’d forgotten, as they fought over who would sit where on their chair.

      She could also smell the ripe pears in the silver-colored bowl beside her. It had taken five stores before ripe ones could be found. The pears were imported from another region on Earth because all the ones grown nearby had ripened two months ago. The sweet fruity scent made her mouth water. She’d bought extra and eaten one in the autovan on her way to the meeting.

      Niida could feel when Pyranz entered. The room chilled a bit and she could tell he glared at her. Or the bowl of pears. It didn’t matter. She was merely presenting what humans did.

      And Ruplovians ate meat that was just like her, except smaller. They would all need to practice the tolerance the Unity represented.

      Many worlds—many needs.

      “Good evening everyone,” said Lula Pinnock. “I can see that Niida is ready to tell us about the First Day of Christmas. But first I’d like to say a little something about the history of the song and the holiday. You can stay where your are Niida.”

      Niida nodded.

      “The first day of Christmas is December 25 and the last day is January 6, which is also called Epiphany and is another religious holiday for Christians. But Christmas is a much older holiday for Pagans, Wiccans, Druids and the ancient people of Europe, where it began. It was also called Yule and was a celebration of the return of the sun after the shortest day of the year, the Winter Solstice. It’s a holiday about rebirth. Now the song is from the 1700’s. Hundreds of years after the Pagans were dominant in Northern Europe. The Christians had come into power and the song was probably a memory game, possibly for children. That’s the history that we have about it. As Niida does her presentation, I implore all of you to remember the Unity’s purpose. We are here to study humans. My ways may not always your ways. Many worlds—many needs.”

      “Many worlds—many needs,” everyone repeated in unison.

      “Niida, you may begin,” said Lula, sitting on one of the chairs.

      Niida stayed sitting, not wanting to intimidate the smaller members of the group. Sitting, she was at eye level with nearly everyone.

      “I’ve gathered representations of the first day. On the first day of Christmas my true love gave to me a partridge in a pear tree. Here is a printed partridge that I’ll pass around. Humans used to hunt and eat them for their evening meals. The gift of a partridge was the gift of a meal that might feed a small family. Many humans didn’t have enough food, so for them it symbolized wealth.”

      Niida handed the fabricated partridge, round and plump, to Magwab on her right. A replica complete with feathers and glossy eyes. Magwab sniffed it and turned the plastic bird upside down, but his gestures still looked as if he wanted to eat it, before passing it on.

      “In the lyric for the first day, the partridge was sitting in a pear tree. I couldn’t find a pear tree, but I did find some pears. They are from the southern part of this planet. Humans would eat them both raw and cooked. The gift of a pear tree was food for that season and many more beyond. Perhaps even for a lifetime, as pear trees give fruit year after year. Again, humans didn’t always provide for each other, so giving food was very symbolic. Pears are shaped like the heart symbol humans used and partridges were thought to be an aphrodisiac. The song is told from the point of view of the intended, who would have been female, about the gifts she received from a male suitor. He was trying very hard to impress her. I will pass the pears around. If you’d like to take one, please do so. In the very center of the fruit is a core with the seeds. I do not know if they will grow a tree. Humans have done strange things with breeding plants. But at the time of this song, seeds planted in the earth would have resulted in another tree. So fertility is another symbol of this lyric. Does anyone have any questions?” Niida asked as she passed the bowl to Magwab.

      Magwab sniffed deeply at the bowl of pears. Then wrinkled his nose and passed the bowl to Squip.

      “Deeply offended by this song,” said Pyranz, standing. “People eating plants and the fruit of plants is obscene. Why was this song chosen?”

      Lula stood and said, “Because we are studying humans. We humans are sometimes a barbaric people, even now. In the past, my ancestors and other humans have done unspeakable things. However none of us come from a planet that is without a dark past if they were judged by some Unity members. No one being can please everyone. Many worlds—many needs.”

      Pryanz sniffed and said, “Well, I do not like it. Registering my complaint with you.”

      “I understand,” said Lula. “Perhaps the other lyrics will suit you better.”

      Niida watched as Lula stared at him until he sat down. Then Lula sat too.

      “I think that little bird would have been very cute. Do they still exist?” asked Asoona.

      “I don’t know,” said Niida. “The references I used didn’t say they were extinct.”

      “The pear smells so sweet and almost perfumed,” said Squip, who was holding a pear, which was now covered with slime.

      Niida nodded in agreement.

      Finally, her presentation was ended and everyone left quickly. Probably eager to work on their own presentations. She felt relieved hers was over. Now she could sit back and enjoy the others.

      There were two pears left in the bowl. She’d brought pears for everyone, but hadn’t expected the two carnivores to take one. She packed everything up in a large bag and left the pears on top.

      Lula said, “That was an excellent presentation, Niida. I gave you the first day, because I thought you could put something together quickly. And you did, thank you.”

      Niida nodded and went out to the autovan.

      She opened the bag as the vehicle drove her back to Mrish’s Elegant Living Spaces for Larger Beings. Taking out a pear, she sniffed the perfume of the fruit. Her stomach rumbled. She ate the fruit, leaving the core intact.

      She’d try growing a pear tree from the seeds at home. If it worked, she’d put the partridge in the branches. Her very first Christmas gift.

      Home.

      Niida liked the sound of that. She’d be staying here.

      Indefinitely.
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


