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THE VISITOR BENT OVER THE WINDOW, his shoulders slumped. He lifted his right arm, creating new creases on his cloth. His short yellow hair lay flat, lifeless. I couldn’t distinguish any individual strand.

“This damn box’s driving me crazy!”

The Human’s joyless laugh echoed like a myriad of ice cracks. My ears retracted at this repulsive sound. (It’s considered inappropriate to do so in polite conversation, but he wasn’t facing me.)

“You’ll get used to it,” his companion said.

He was older, clad in dark gray with silver buttons aligned on the front. His raspy voice held no music. His hair condition was even worse than his fellow visitor: a crown of fine brown strands hanging from a dome of pale leather.

I couldn’t fathom what made them so distressed. The Humans had seemed happy enough coming on board.

The first three cycles had shattered their good dispositions.

As their flat hair made it difficult to read their emotions,I relied on their mobile mouth and sunken eyes. After a few cycles, I had gained enough experience to associate certain patterns of face cracks with their corresponding emotions.

Even if they turned their back to me, like now, the salty tang of their fear glands almost upset my stomach.

They hated the Box. They even had a nickname for it.

*

A LOONGUNI TRAVELING BOX could safely carry thousands of passengers motivated by commerce and curiosity. Our section was a smaller box inside the big one.  The color code of the walls, a soft blue, indicated pressure and oxygen levels compatible with most of our passengers.

We thought that our first delegates from the Human Alliance would find it familiar, since their world’s sky was a similar hue.

They had stopped on the threshold for an uncomfortable time, absorbing the maze of stairways and ramps and platforms linking our unit’s walls and center.

Loongunis wasted no space. The six walls were crisscrossed with walking paths, eating accommodations and (when the timing was right) windows.

Our weight got lighter as we climbed the stairs, passing through sport and work stations until we reached the weightless sleeping space at the center. My people found the Box inner architecture comforting.

Humans didn’t.

When they saw the dozens of bubble beds bouncing softly against each other inside the net, they insisted to carry their stiff beds on the wall they called -–against all common sense-– a floor.

They also stayed clear of what, to them, looked like a gaping hole with rounded edges.

“It’s a doorway”, I told them.

Then I proceeded to demonstrate. As I rounded the curved doorway to go in the adjacent section, the hairless one emitted a strangled gasping sound. I stopped and turned back, my body almost parallel to their “floor”.

“Is there a problem, Secretary?” I asked, a portable microphone enhancing my whispering voice.

I hope I got the title well. So many transformations hinged upon a first exchange!

“I thought you fell,” he said. His voice rattled, like he was hesitating between swallowing and spitting out a mouthful of gruel.

I gestured toward the short passageway, no more than twice my own height, opening into the next unit.

“Gravity cells run through the walls. You can never fall inside a Box.”

Just as I was saying this, a family appeared from the other unit, the child happily bounding in front of his prime parent. They walked over the edge and crossed the passage, passing my horizontal self. They followed the curved edge, bodies always orthogonal to the surface, to finally stand near the Humans.

When I walked back up the ledge, the hairless one doubled up and spitted out his dinner, a powerful jet grazing the ledge. Belatedly, I remembered that a Human’s monodigestive tract was easily thwarted by violent emotions.

The prime parent, visibly expecting, smelled the acid leathery vomit, observed the yellowish color, tasting the event. Then he left with the other parents, his strand perking up as his offspring ran away to join a group of children.

The little ones were playing Corner. They chased each other, jumping between the three blue walls, laughing when the newest one tripped and got stuck in the corner’s mixed gravity well.
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