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  Chapter 1




  ENG-NAMSTAN/ROMA/ARA




  Sta.127/Opr.127




  01-04-10:27 EST




  Namcol/namcol-autodict.




  Subj: Private Journal―Stephen Wytrysowski




  TEXT




  I’ve come to the realization that I’m no longer myself. I mean, I’m still me. I don’t think I been taken over by... I mean, it’s not like Invasion of the Body Snatchers or nothin’. But ever since I got back here to the base—campus! Why can’t I remember that! Buchanan would kill me if he heard me call it a base. Ever since I got back here, I’ve just noticed that I’m different.




  Nobody’s said anything, but I think all the other trainees feel the same way too. I don’t think any of us is sorry to be back, but we’re like walkin’ around in some kinda daze. Everything in my room is the same and my stuff is where I left it. Allen’s bed is where he left it—on the other side of the wall from mine. The night we got back, him and Allison went at it like pigs in heat, to classical music no less, and kept me awake half the night. I think it was Firebird—the infernal part. Gawd! I can even remember the names of Allen’s music! See, I’m different!




  Carol was real paranoid. She went around frantically lookin’ through every room that wasn’t locked; openin’ closets, pushin’ back shower curtains, pullin’ back covers and lookin’ under beds. It’s a good thing she wasn’t armed. She woulda blown my dirty socks away. Once she was sure nothin’ was comin’ to get her, she settled down into zombie-dom like everybody else.




  The next mornin’, we all wandered out of our rooms and sat around until it was time for breakfast. You’d think we’d be sayin’, hi, how was your vacation? Stuff like that, but no. We just kind a grunted at each other and sat around starin’ off into space. Maybe we’re all turnin’ into Allison! Allison when she’s not screwin’ Allen. No, that’s not it.




  I had a feelin’ that nobody wants to talk about what they did over Christmas vacation. And if they asked anybody else, then they’d have to tell their story in return. It was real awkward, especially in the elevator goin’ down to the restaurant for breakfast. It was like the air pressure was gettin’ really heavy. I couldn’t take it.




  I hit the stop button and blurted out, “Half my town hates me, my family doesn’t want me around ’em, I got attacked by a poodle-fuckin’ dog tattoo, Smash popped up in my bedroom, the universe is made outta iridescent spider webs and glowballs, and I can’t watch football anymore!”




  They all stared at me, then nodded and grumbled. Ron and Josh both said simultaneously, “Yeah, I’m gonna miss football.” I half expected them to say, twinkie fingers and lock little fingers together like we used to do back home when two people said the same thing at the same time, but they didn’t.




  Harrison restarted the elevator and said, “Steve, don’t screw up breakfast.” Then added sadly, “I can’t stand my mom’s cooking anymore.” He does look like he’s lost weight and he was too skinny to begin with. Everybody mumbled in agreement.




  Then Jean said, “I hope we’re having omelets,” and signed, “yummy,” outa habit even though she can hear fine since they fixed her ears. We all agreed to that too and, sure enough, we had omelets, and they were really good. Although considerin’ our behavior, I think eggs and brains woulda been a more appropriate choice. Gag! Guess I’m not really a zombie.




  After our yummy breakfast we got to go meet with Buchanan so he could formally welcome us back. We got to sit around the small conference table instead of on his butt-eatin’ couches. He was all happy and smiley like he really missed us.




  “I hope you all had a good time on your vacation.” I got the distinct impression he was lyin’ like a rug. He went on for a while about what had been accomplished while we were gone. “I do believe we’ve managed to optimize connectivity on your phone system,” he announced, tryin’ to act encouragin’. He put on his readin’ glasses and shuffled through a pile of papers. “We had some very mixed press while you were gone.” He looked around at us, singlin’ some of us out for killer looks, includin’ me. “You do realize that your behavior reflects on all of us, the Intra-Galactic Self-Determinant Species Network and this campus.” He looked to see if he was makin’ an impression on us. He wasn’t. “The latest polls indicate increasing disapproval of US involvement with extraterrestrial contact.” Still no response from us.




  I don’t think he realized that we were all in like an intense state a zombification, but he was startin’ to look concerned and it felt like he really meant it. “Well, I just wanted to bring you up to speed on things here.” He seemed to be tryin’ to think of something important to say. “So unless any of you have any thing to add? Any questions?” He looked around hopefully. No questions. We got up to leave. “Oh, and by the way,” he added like he just remembered it. We stopped. “I have been dialoguing with the Network Representatives and I understand that you will be moving tomorrow...into the embassy. I think that means we will be seeing less of you?” I think he was fishin’ for what we knew which was nothin’. “We’ll still have briefings and press conferences, I’m sure.” No response. “So...if there’s nothing else... I guess we can table this discussion for now.”




  We mumbled agreement and shook his hand on our way out and acted like we’d miss him. When he got to me, he asked if everything was all right. I don’t know if he wanted a real answer, but I gave him one. “Well, sir, you might say...I wouldn’t, but you might...we’ve been thinkin’ too far out of the box and we’re havin’ a little trouble findin’ our way back in.”




  He nodded sympathetically, like he knew exactly what I was talkin’ about and said, “Me too.” I don’t know why, he’s always acted like we’re nothin’ but a pain in his ass, but I think he thinks he is gonna miss us.




  Into the embassy, he said. Tomorrow, he said. That brought us up out of our stupor into a state of like, uh, just plain dumbfoundedness. We were quiet all the way back to our hotel floor, but when the elevator doors opened, the questions poured out as we piled out. “We’re moving!” “ Tomorrow?” “Smash always said this was just temporary.” “Think we should pack?” “Think we should run like hell?”




  “How do hell run? It is a place, hyegh?” Smash was standin’ quietly in the hall, leanin’ against the wall waitin’ for us.




  “It’s an idiomatic expression,” Josh responded since it was his comment Smash was referrin’ to. “It doesn’t have anything to do with running or hell.” And before Smash could insist on an explanation, he asked, “are we really moving into the embassy tomorrow?”




  Smash thought about it. “No. Not tomorrow.” There were awwws, and ughs and groans. Smash blinked its big eyes in surprise. “Okay, tomorrow. Don’t be sad. We do for you tomorrow. Not now. ’Bye.” And it disappeared.




  There were more awwws and ughs and groans. “We blew that,” Allen said. “Now what?”




  “We pack,” several of us said in unison.




  So we packed and I tried to call home since who knows if they have phones in the embassy. Buchanan was wrong. Our phones still don’t work. Or maybe they do for him, but not us. Allison says it’s changes in our electromagnetic fields. Like knowin’ that helps.




  But we were talkin’ to each other again and speculatin’ on what the embassy would be like and what we’d be doin’. Would we be the only humans? That’s a scary thought. We packed up our stuff as best we could with the few suitcases we had. I had a hard time sleepin’ again, but not because of anything Allen and Allison were doin’. I was just too excited to sleep—even for a zombie.




  End text




  Chapter 2




  ENG-NAMSTAN/ROMA/ARA




  Sta.127/Opr.127




  01-05-21::32 EST




  Namcol/namcol-autodict.




  Subj: Private Journal―Stephen Wytrysowski




  TEXT




  Okay, we had an interestin’ day.




  After breakfast we came back to our floor and before it could have possibly had time to get to another floor, the elevator dinged. The doors opened and out came Smash and Divi, followed by more Deghans than could have possibly fit in the elevator. Smash waived its arms in the air and smiled. Divi tried to imitate Smash. It got the arm waivin’ right.




  “It is tomorrow now! Pack your shit and go!” Smash announced happily. We groaned at Smash’s English, but obeyed.




  There seemed to be two Deghans for each of us, plus some to get our collective shit out of the lounge—magazines, games, jigsaw puzzles. All the little guys carried cardboard boxes almost as big as they are, and they went through the place like a plague of locusts. They even got the pop and snack machines, put them on anti-gravity mover thingies and hauled ’em to the elevator. My Deghans made quick work of my room. All my clothes, mail and CD’s were already packed. The got everything out of the bathroom includin’ the shower curtain and light bulbs, all my beddin’ includin’ the hideous bed spread and my computer. I really had to work to keep them from takin’ the lamps, phone and ugly pictures off the wall. I’d say within half an hour they had stripped the place. We made ’em put back the garbage and Do Not Disturb signs. Down the elevator they went, all twenty at once, along with all our worldly possessions.




  That was it. Smash and Divi quivered with excitement and shoved us into the elevator as soon as it came back up. “You all like this so many muches!” Smash squealed and Divi hugged. We all agreed, but I was thinkin’ that I hoped this adventure lived up to Smash’s expectations and at the same time I was tryin’ hard not to think it for fear that Smash would pick up on my thoughts. It was too excited to notice and as soon as we made it to the ground floor it shoved us out. All the Deghans were waitin’ for us, ready for further instructions.




  We were then paraded through the entire General Access Area, Smash and Divi leadin’ the way. Us trainees followed with our hands clasped politely behind our backs as we’d been taught, and the Deghans trotted along close behind with all our stuff. Staff, business men, security guards, delivery guys and high school kids on class trips scrambled to get out of the way. Then they stood along the walls and stared at what was probably their first sight of extraterrestrials. Smash and Divi waved and cooed, especially at the “little human childrens.”




  We had to go down to the lower level and through a couple of security check points. Smash said something in Pyeshtme to the Deghans and they hurried off down another hall, then it led us into a big impressive foyer full of display cases and a photo gallery for tourists. We didn’t get to stop and look.




  We were hurried through to the far wall dominated by double doors with a ISDSN logo and a sign that said Embassy in a bunch of different languages. The doors opened as Smash approached and let us into what I think is like an air lock, decontamination chamber and final security check. The room glowed blue and swooshed for a while, then the doors slowly opened on the other side and Smash announced, “Now you be at your home!”




  I think aliens must build buildings out of pods that they stick in the ground then connect with tunnels or hallways like those plastic things for hamsters, only not see-through. We went down a hall with a curved ceiling, took a few turns and came to our residence and its round. It has a domed ceiling with a skylight and a central room which is, I guess, our livin’ room because its got couches, and chairs, and shelves, and tables, kind of like we had in the hotel only nicer.




  We walked in and right away Smash and Divi got upset. They were squintin’ and coverin’ their eyes. Smash was lookin’ frantically for light switches. “Make bright go away!” it shouted.




  We looked around. There were no lights on. “It’s sunlight comin’ in from the skylight,” Ron explained to Smash.




  Divi was kneelin’ on a couch with its face buried in a pillow. Smash, with one arm coverin’ its eyes, pointed up. “You say at it, be bright go away! Is you all rooms. They don’t know me!”




  We looked at each other, confused, but we tried. “Bright go away!” We shouted at the skylight. Nothin’. We tried other orders. “Down!.” “Turn off!” “Dark!” “Stop!” Somebody tried clappin’. That didn’t work either.




  Finally, Ron, who is probably used to talkin’ to whatever fancy car he used to drive, tried, “Skylight! Dimmer!” and it worked! The skylight turned opaque and the Pyeshtwenle were able to see. We all high-fived Ron and, of course, had to teach that to Smash and Divi. “Is there an instruction book for this place?” Ron asked. Smash shrugged. It’s illiterate, so it had no need to know. Ron made himself a note on his phone to ask.




  Crisis averted, Smash gave us a quick tour of our new home. Off to the sides of the main room are smaller rooms like for a classroom, or a meetin’ room, and a storage room, and a bathroom. We even have our own kitchen here with our vendin’ machines, and a big fridge with food in it, and a stove and microwave. Nice. Our personal rooms are on a balcony on top of these other rooms. Allen called it a mezzanine.




  There’s no stairs up to our rooms. There are ramps like escalators with no steps and they can go both ways. We were playin’ around with that, goin’ up and down, when Smash order us to come. It had something else to show us. “A big surprise.”




  We went through more hallways, then walked into probably the biggest room I’d ever been in short of a football stadium—bigger than, like when you go into one of the museums in Chicago. It was like a big dome that gradually blended into walls that were maybe thirty feet high and there were ramps here too that went up to a balcony half way up the wall. The light was restaurant low and everything was different shades of gray except the floor, which was like a solid sheet of black glass. We were standin’ on a platform maybe five feet above the floor and we had to go down a gently slopin’ ramp to enter the room. It felt alien. I don’t know what it was exactly. Coulda been the air, the sound of the place, something. But what really made your jaw hit the floor was that right in the middle of the room there was a circular railin’ with nothin’ holdin’ it up and in the middle of that railin’, takin’ up about a third of the room, was Earth.




  I don’t know what to call it—a model, a replica, a hologram. It was just this big-ass Earth floatin’ there! One side was light and one was dark and it was rotatin’. As some of the places rotated into darkness, lights came on and lights went off when places moved into daylight. There were clouds floatin’ in an atmosphere and storms with lightenin’ flashes and everything! It was mind blowin’ beautiful!




  We rushed down to the railin’ to get a closer look. Fortunately the floor wasn’t as slick as it appeared. Closer up you could see snow cover and deserts and forests and the oceans of course. We all said stuff like, wow! There were clear like Plexiglas visors hangin’ on the rail. Divi and Smash helped us put them on and adjust them to fit our heads. They cover your eyes and your ears. As soon as I had mine on I looked up and saw the ocean, and I could hear it too.




  The funny thing was that as I strained to look closer, the ocean kinda rushed up at me. I backed away, startled, and it receded. I tried again more cautiously and found that I could control the zoom somehow with my eyes. Also, if I looked up or down or to the sides, the Earth would spin until that area was in front of me. I couldn’t see how that could be possible if all of us were tryin’ to look at different places at the same time, but then I figured that when you were lookin’ through the visor, you weren’t really seein’ the big model. You were seein’ like a projection on the visor. I think.




  As I was thinkin’ about that, someone came up behind me and asked, “You lagk dat, egh?”




  “Yeah!” I answered and turned to see who it was.




  “Chori Mar,” it introduced itself.




  I could see it plain as day through the visor, but I took the thing off anyway and looked up at the big Hoidan Zeday. It was even bigger than I remembered. “Yeah, I know. Good to see you.” I hoped.




  It looked surprised. “How you gan regnoniz-ed me do, Hoomanay? Mwe loog, no loog a da zame?”




  “No, I recognize you” It was impressed. I also recognized the puffy plastic stick-on tattoo it had pasted between its nostrils, and the big name tag it wore that said “Chori Mar” was a dead give away.




  It nodded toward the Earth and asked, “You lagka dat, egh?”




  “Oh yeah! It’s really cool!”




  It looked at the Earth. “Yeah, zum plazzez gool. Zum plazzez hod.”




  I stifled back a laugh. “I’m sorry, sir. Cool, besides bein’ a temperature is a slang term for amazin’ or great.”




  It imitated a nod and said, “Yeah, dat den iz gool. Don’ gall me zir.”




  “We have something like that on the computer, where you can see the Earth and zoom in and around. But it’s nothin’ like this—three dimensional and all!”




  “Mwe know dat. Mwe zee. Mwe magke a badder.” It pointed to my visor. “Lez zee you do. Zee you unnerzadan how do.” I put on the visor and started lookin’ for Indiana. “Hoomanay lagke, no lagke gum ear do dis, mwe dink. Droo, no droo?”




  “Oh yeah,” I said, “humans are gonna like this and wanna come here.” It showed me how to use my hands to move land masses quicker. I rolled across the Pacific and the Western United States and found Lake Michigan real easy. It was snowin’ in along the shore. Lake effect snow. I zoomed in like Chori Mar showed me and found the city at the lower end of the lake. Hammond. My home. It was a little harder findin’ streets with the snow, but I finally found my house. It took a bit of practice, but with a slight wave, I could change the angle and it was like standin’ in my own front yard. The TV was on. I could hear it. I started feelin’ a little uneasy about this, but I zoomed into the window and there was my family watchin’ TV! Dad in his chair, Mike on the floor, and Mom standin’ by the kitchen door like she does. I yanked off the visor.




  About that time I heard Jean’s voice from the other side of the world. “Oh, my God!” Jean never takes the Lord’s name in vain.




  And to my right, I heard Harrison shout, “You can see through walls!”




  And Josh answerin’, “Where? How? Let me try that!”




  Except for Josh, we were all pretty upset which really surprised everyone who wasn’t human.




  We all started shoutin’ and explainin’ at once. “You can’t do that!” “That’s illegal!” “That’s spyin’!” “You’re all a bunch of perverts!” “If the government finds out about this, they’ll...” “They’ll want to do it too!” “They already do.” “Do not!” “Do too!” “You’re paranoid!” Divi was runnin’ back and forth between us wavin’ its hands around us, tryin’ to soothe our auras, and only upset us more.




  “Well, it just needs to stop!” Jean screamed and everybody stopped. Jean was in tears. She looked up at Smash, beggin’, “You’re not going to let them do this to us, are you?”




  Smash looked like it would like to be in some other dimension about then, but Jean’s emotions were obviously tearin’ it up inside. It wrapped its arms around her, whisperin’, “Hoon sh-t-t-t-t,” until she started to calm down, then it turned her over to Divi for further treatment and turned on Chori Mar.




  Smash can actually look Chori Mar in the eye. Its pupils widened and its eyelids flashed purple. I was really afraid for Chori Mar and I didn’t want to find out what Hoidan Zeday vomit looked like. That’s what Chori Mar looked like it was about to do, but Smash calmed itself down before it spoke.




  It spoke in English (sort of) so we’d all know what it said. “I tell you before is now. Before and before! Erdwenle nice people don’t like you see them they don’t see you do it! They afraid from this! You see? You hear?” It waved toward Jean. Chori Mar hung its big head. I didn’t know the Hoidan Zeday well, but I could feel its regret. Like the last thing in the world it would ever do on purpose was frighten us precious interpreter trainees. I think Chori Mar actually likes humans. And if I could sense that, I know for sure Smash could too. It punched the big alien in the chest as hard as it could. That’s not very hard.




  Chori Mar shook its head side to side and snorted in relief. “Mwe gan mage adjoo... adjuzz... Mwe pfigz id! Mwe pfigs id good! Pizza Gagke!”




  “Piece of cake,” I mumbled under my breath and got a look from Smash for it.




  Smash took Jean’s face in its hands and whispered, “Hoidan Zedaywenle fix it good. Don’t be afraid from this on and on.” Jean sniffed and wiped her nose.




  Chori Mar went off right away, back to the drawin’ board, or wherever Hoidan Zeday go to make adjustments. And with that, Smash decided we’d had enough tour of the embassy. It was time we got to unpack. We definitely agreed.




  End text




  Chapter 3




  ENG-NAMSTAN/ROMA/ARA




  Sta.127/Opr.127




  01-06-19::15 EST




  Namcol/namcol-autodict.




  Subj: Private Journal―Stephen Wytrysowski




  TEXT




  Today we have been pretty much left alone to “adjust our selfs” as Smash explained it. Check out the new digs. Put our stuff away.




  I went to unpack my clothes and I have a whole drawer full of new socks and underwear. Heck, the old ones are only three months old. I’m used to wearin’ shorts til the waistband falls off. Also, in my closet, I found two, count ’em, suits. And a couple of sport jackets and sweaters and coordinated shirts and ties. And they are not the cheap stuff I’m used to wearin’. They are made out of stuff like cashmere, and merino, and alpaca, and Egyptian cotton, and silk. I’ve never been in a store that sells stuff like this, let alone had it on my body. I got shoes too. I tried some of them on and they fit, so I guess the rest of the stuff will. I’m kind of afraid to even try the suits on. They’re for special meetin’s I’m sure, and I don’t want to mess ’em up. I’ll stick to the new jeans and polo shirts.




  Oh and this is what my room is like. I have a double size bed with a bunch of pillows. I have night stands and a small table and two chairs. A recliner. A dresser of course, full of socks and underwear. Oh and I forgot to mention, pajamas. I got a nice big desk with my computer which I’m sittin’ in front of right now, even though I don’t need to. I could lay in bed and talk to it, but I like watchin’ the words appear, especially the ones with “in” and no “g”.




  Now I also have a scanner, printer, fax machine too. I don’t know how to use it, but I got one. And there’s drawers and shelves for my CDs and books and stuff. I also have a portfolio and a fancy pen and a briefcase. I don’t know what to do with them either. Oh, well. There is also a fancy cell phone and a thing you stick on your ear and something I don’t recognize that looks kinda like a picture frame with buttons. It’s in a notebook with another thing that I think is like a flat laptop with a screen and a keyboard and a pen with no ink.




  I got weird ceiling lights that follow me around and if I lay on the bed or in the recliner, they gradually turn off. But if I sit up or put my foot on the floor they turn on. That’ll take some gettin’ used to.




  And I got a whirlpool bath tub and a shower that has sprayers all over that are adjustable. It feels real nice! Especially since the floors are heated. And, the toilet is separate from the bathroom. Get that. I got a full length mirror and a shavin’ mirror and the regular over the sink one. Like I really wanna look at myself all that much. And they don’t fog up, which I don’t know how that happens. I got a fancy electric razor too and I’ve never had anything but disposable razors before.




  I get paid to live like this and they don’t deduct nothin’ for it from my paycheck. I am suspicious as hell. I keep tryin’ to tell myself, this is how the Netreps think humans are supposed to live. They’re used to Buchanan, and politicians, and business types, and doctors. They don’t know it’s too much for somebody like me to be comfortable with. They’re not tryin’ to cover up nothin’ or seduce me into doin’ stuff I wouldn’t do just so I can maintain this life style. Yeah, this stuff is nice, but I don’t need it. Most of it I don’t even know what to do with!




  Okay, that’s the good stuff. My bed is weird. I said it was a double bed; I think its bigger than that. And it’s in a padded box like a water bed, only it isn’t a water bed. It doesn’t slosh at all. It’s very comfortable. It’s the most comfortable bed I’ve ever been in, but I don’t know what it is. I thought maybe our mattresses were the kind they advertise on TV that were designed for the space program, but Josh said they weren’t. He works for NASA, so I guess he would know. Anyway, the cover is real soft, almost like suede cloth or chamois like you wash cars with. That part’s nice. But it’s kinda like sleepin’ on body temperature warm, thick gelatin. I don’t like thinkin’ about that when I’m layin’ on it.




  Also, I know that our rooms talk. I haven’t talked to mine yet, but some of the others have talked to theirs. I think that’s creepy.




  And we are underground, or we think we are, but we have windows. They don’t open and even though it’s cold outside, the windows aren’t. I don’t open the curtains.




  Oh! I want some real soap. I don’t care what kind. Liquid pump soap, bar soap, anything normal. I was in the bathroom and I got a, “all employees must wash their hands” habit. I’m used to motion activated faucets. Not my choice, but okay. I stick my hands under the faucet and I hear, Spplurt! and I got a handful of white stuff and then water. It was like havin’ the faucet ejaculate in your hands for Pete sake! Who wants that! Hey! How does it know. Maybe that was the reason I was wantin’ to wash my hands in the first place. I want real soap!




  Uhhh, my room just spoke to me. It said, “I will submit your request.”




  “Hey room?” Huh! It answered me, but it didn’t show up on the computer. “Computer, type room’s responses.”




  “Yes?” It’s the lemon meringue sunshine voice.




  “When you submit that request, are you gonna say why I requested it? As in quote what I just said about the faucet?”




  “Yes.”




  “Room? Cancel that request.”




  End text




  Chapter 4




  ENG-NAMSTAN/ROMA/ARA




  Sta.127/Opr.127




  01-07-07::32 EST




  Namcol/namcol-autodict.




  Subj: Private Journal―Stephen Wytrysowski




  TEXT




  After tryin’ to shave this mornin’ and wash my face and hands with auto-spplurt soap, I resubmitted my request. “Ceiling, can I request some soap.”




  “Unnecessary,” it answered in its cheery voice. “All soap dispensers are full.” Hurray for them. The soap containers must have some kinda sensor.




  “Can we order different soap?”




  “That is unauthorized.”




  “Can we go over to the GA—the hotel store and buy soap?”




  “I’m so sorry. Leaving the embassy is unauthorized at this time,” it answered in a pitiful tone.




  “That sucks.”




  “I don’t understand. I can’t find any system failures. Can you explain what is sucking?”




  “Never mind.”




  My ceiling is channelin’ a bureaucrat/cheerleader crossbreed.




  I tried goin’ on the internet and buyin’, soap, but we still don’t have internet access. This really sucks! And Ceiling, don’t ask.




  End text




  Chapter 5




  ENG-NAMSTAN/ROMA/ARA




  Sta.127/Opr.127




  01-07-20::25 EST




  Namcol/namcol-autodict.




  Subj: Private Journal―Stephen Wytrysowski




  TEXT




  Okay, this mornin’ we were sittin’ at our kitchen table that seats twelve, eatin’ our breakfast. We made our own breakfast and we were workin’ out who was gonna do the dishes. It’s no big deal cuz we have a dishwasher, and a big microwave, and a bunch of other appliances and kitchen gadgets. In fact, I think we have just about every gadget I see on TV. I don’t know how to use the latte cappuccino machine and I don’t know what a convection oven is. Weird thing about our kitchen is those motion detectors follow you around lights and none of the appliances have electric cords. The sink has that auto-spplurt soap too. I hate that stuff.




  So we were discussin’ makin’ like a chore list and who would take turns doin’ what, when the ceilin’ started talkin’ to us. “Allen, Allison, Carol, Harrison, Jean, Josh, Ron and Stephen, a meeting has been scheduled for ten o’clock this morning time. You must attend the meeting for training. The meeting will be in the General Access Area Room 114. I will happily guide you to this room. Please place all of the electronic work objects that were put on your desks into your briefcases and bring them with you. This does not include your desktop computers and associated peripherals. They will not fit into the briefcases. Dress casually for comfort, but do not wear pajamas. I will remind you when it is time to leave for the meeting.” The ceilin’ repeated the entire message, then asked if we had questions. We all said no. Then it asked if we intended to comply and we all said yes. Then it said, “Have a lovely day! The end.”




  “Dang,” said Josh, “I shoulda asked if it was clothing optional.”




  “No,” said the ceilin’ as if it took that for a serious question. Josh turned kinda red.




  We finished our breakfast and put the dishes in the sink for later. By the way, they’re real China, not made there though. We had just enough time to get presentable and pack our new stuff into our new briefcases before the ceilin’ reminded us it was time to leave. Like it promised, it told us how to get to the meetin’. Like a GPS, Ron said.




  In this meetin’ room they had a huge computer projection screen and we all sat at long tables facin’ the front. Our good Human Resources buddies, Don and Diane, were there to deliver the trainin’. Ugh. But this trainin’ was not just for us trainees. There were some other humans there too. They were lookin’ new and nervous, especially since there were people there who weren’t human. They were all Chricktou and Hoidan Zeday. I don’t think Pyeshtwenle are much interested in trainin’ or electronics.




  We couldn’t get seats together. I tried to get a seat next to Ron since he already knows about this stuff, but a Chricktou took the one seat left next to him. I ended up sittin’ with Allison on one side and Allen behind me. My body guards were still doin’ their duty. To my right was a strange Hoidan Zeday. That’s strange as in, I didn’t know it, and strange as in, red tassels tied around strands of the long top hairs they have on their heads over their undercoat of gray fluff. They didn’t go very well with its purple and khaki kimono-like shirt or the day-glo smiley stickers it had stuck on the backs of its hands. Chori Mar was sittin’ on its right. I said hi to Chori Mar. It flicked its fingers at me—a Hoidan Zeday version of a hello gesture. It was concentratin’ on takin’ apart its cell phone.




  Don and Diane were up front callin’ for everyone’s attention and introducin’ the guy who was gonna “demonstrate the features of the state-of-the-art devices with which we had been equipped.” They had this big display screen that Don was workin’, showin’ us all the stuff, and Diane was playin’ spokes model pointin’ things out while the expert guy spoke. First thing he showed us was the devices in the portfolio. On one side was an e-book reader and on the other an e-slate for takin’ notes. The pen-thing wasn’t called a pen. It’s a stylus. He showed us how to turn all this on and turn it to a video that was the same as what they were showin’ us on the big screen up front. Then we could make bookmarks on the video and write notes with the stylus or even our fingers on the e-tablet and the notes attached themselves to that place in the video. We could even pull up print pages and references or look at pictures and diagrams and stuff. Wish I had one of these in school.




  The Hoidan Zeday next to me was tryin’ to follow along, but was gettin’ more panicky by the minute. It was snortin’ and hittin’ buttons, lookin’ from the screen up front to what I was doin’, to what Chori Mar was doin’—which had nothin’ to do with us. He was takin’ the e-book apart. Then it would snort some more and bump me with its elbow while it banged on keys. I was gettin’ distracted and I had to look at what Allison was doin’ so I could keep up and that was startin’ to annoy her. She kicked me in the leg and Allen from behind poked me. I shrugged and looked innocent and pointed my thumb at the Hoidan Zeday. Diane up front was givin’ us all dirty looks.




  Finally, Allen got Chori Mar’s attention by tuggin’ on its sleeve. Chori Mar looked up, realized what was goin’ on and covered its nostrils with its hand to stifle a snort. I was tryin’ to pay attention to what the guy was sayin’ about downloadin’ reports to the reader when I felt Chori Mar reach around and tug on my shirt. I looked over at it. It slapped its arm and pointed to the Hoidan Zeday between us, who was gettin’ even more frantic. I pointed at its arm and Chori Mar nodded. I couldn’t imagine why Chori Mar would want me to risk my life slappin’ a bein’ who was already close to panic. I figured the best I could hope for was a broken arm. I looked at the spot Chori Mar wanted me to slap and saw that there was a pocket on its sleeve. That was where it kept its translator and it was turned off. Sometimes I’m slow, but I got it. I smiled at Chori Mar and slapped the translator.




  I was surprised by the reaction I got from the Hoidan Zeday. I expected it to attack, but it backed away from me, its yellow eyes wide in fear. Unfortunately, it backed into Chori Mar which is about the same as hittin’ a brick wall. It was trapped. I tried to calm it down. “Chill! It’s okay!” At first my speakin’ only increased its panic. But then a flash of realization came into its eyes. It looked at the translator in its sleeve pocket. Panic was quickly replaced by embarrassment. It glanced around. Sure enough. Everybody was starin’. It turned forward quietly. I reached over and adjusted the settin’s on its e-reader, and when the lecture resumed, it had no trouble followin’ along.




  I wish I could say the same for me. I had a hard time hearin’ over the blood poundin’ in my ears, but gradually I was able to focus and I actually learned something. I also realized I had the entire lecture in the e-reader, so I could go over it later in the privacy of my own home. We got through to a break without any more disruptions and we all breathed a big sigh of relief.




  I was tryin’ to get to the john and Allison was givin’ me what for, but fortunately Chori Mar interrupted her. That other jerk of a Hoidan Zeday was with him. Seein’ them standin’ up, side by side, I could tell that the new guy was thinner and shorter than Chori Mar, but still heavier than me and a little shorter. It was hangin’ back lookin’ like it would rather be someplace else.




  Chori Mar shook my shoulder and almost knocked me over. “Good job, baby interpreter,” it said through its translator. Chori Mar doesn’t normally use a translator unless forced, but I think it was doin’ it to be a good example to the other Hoidan Zeday. “Slow understanding, but good job.” It grabbed the new guy by the arm and dragged it forward. “This baby, Dhir Zheed. Ay nice guy, but stupid.” Dhir Zheed tossed its head to one side, which I think is something like rollin’ your eyes. “Okay, not stupid. Ay don’t know nothing human.” Chori Mar poked it.




  “Thank you for help,” it said quietly through its own translator.




  Chori Mar rubbed the fur on the new guys temple. “I take ay away now. Ay breath too much thick Earth air. Ay feel not good soon.” And the two of them left.




  That was new. I never knew our air was thick and could make them sick. Maybe that’s why we don’t see much of the Hoidan Zeday. I always thought it was because they act gross.




  Dhir Zheed. We call it... Okay, ay. We call ay Deer Shit. Ay doesn’t get the joke yet. Ay just thinks we can’t pronounce ay’s name. I think Chori Mar knows what we are doin’, but ay hasn’t given us away. Chori Mar has a sense of humor.




  Our lessons continued and by lunch time, I knew how to use an e-book, an e-note slate, a fancy wireless earphone thing which was different from the earphone thing that goes with a translator, voice recognition software, our laptops, a GPS navigator and our new cell phones. I already knew how to use a cell phone. I used to have one. I got it for thirty bucks at work. When I came here though, they took our phones and I couldn’t buy minutes for it, so the number got canceled. I don’t think these work that way. And we are assured that they will work on campus. They’re designed to be resistant to electromagnetic interference, interception by foreign agents and, as an extra added bonus, they won’t scramble our brains.




  We were packin’ all our state-of-the-art devices into our briefcases, when a Chricktou approached. Allen and Allison were right there at my sides, but there were no Hoidan Zeday left to come to the rescue if needed. And no Pyeshtwenle poppin’ in to keep the peace. As it turned out no help was needed. This one kept a polite distance.




  “Hello, Stephen Wytrysowski. I am not Awktrick Iheen,” it announced electronically.




  I was hopin’ someone else would answer, but it had addressed me. Hmmm, I thought. How do you answer that? “Hello. I know you aren’t Awktrick Iheen. You don’t look like him or smell like him.” Actually, I couldn’t smell him. He was too far away, but Chricktou have a very limited sense of smell, so I figured he wouldn’t know that.




  It paused a second. “That is interesting information. Possibly at another encounter we can discuss how the odors of individuals are different. I think, protocol requires I introduce myself now and complete my purpose for encountering you.” This was definitely not Awktrick. He was much too polite and a lot less arrogant. “My name is Kkobas Hrikik nr Crrr Heee.” Try sayin’ that three times real fast.




  “You may call me Crrr Heee if you can say it.” I could, and I did.




  Allison whispered, “Show off.”




  Crrr Heee dipped his nose, muzzle, whatever you call it since his nostrils aren’t there. “That is correct and pronounced well, within human auditory range.” I guess I shouldn’t knock their smellin’ if he’s not gonna knock my hearin’. “Do you want to shake hands?” he asked.




  Not really, I thought. Hmm, how to handle this. I threw it back at him. “Do you?”




  He had to think that over. “No, but do not interpret my avoidance of touch as dislike of you, or of humans. It is physically unpleasant, but I will shake your hand if you need it.”




  “I wouldn’t want to put you through any unpleasantness,” I answered, thinkin’ that was a pretty good answer. I should get applause. “We don’t have to shake hands.”




  “You are considerate.” Then he got down to business. “I am to give you a thing you lost.” I hadn’t noticed I was missin’ anything. He held out his hand. The Rolex I had flushed down the toilet dangled from one claw. “This item was found in the water purification system. We cleaned organic matter from it and tested it. It is working properly. I also asked four cooperative humans to smell it. I am certain it does not stink.”




  “That was very nice of you to go to all that trouble.” As much as I didn’t want that watch, I didn’t want to create another inter-species incident. I took the watch without touchin’ him and sniffed it. “You’re right, it doesn’t stink at all.” I looked at the watch. “And it’s even set to the right time. Thank you very much.”




  “You are welcome,” it answered. “If I could make a pleasant smile expression at you, I would.” This was gettin’ downright syrupy. “My purpose is complete . Goodbye.” It turned and left.




  We all smiled, said goodbye and even waved. I added the watch to all the other stuff in my briefcase. I’m thinkin’ maybe I’ll have to wear it, cuz I think the Chricktou will be lookin’ for it. Damn!




  When we got back to our rooms, all the dishes had been washed and put away. Nice. And the ceilin’ had another announcement for us. We had to attend another meetin’. It would be just down the hall and Chori Mar would be leadin’ it and we should bring sweaters or jackets. That sounded interestin’.




  End text
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  TEXT




  Our meetin’ with Chori Mar did not fit our definition of just down the hall. True, it was just down one hall with no twists or turns, but it was what I would guess to be a quarter mile. This place is much bigger than I think any humans imagined. We went through an air lock, then entered a room in the section where the Hoidan Zeday live.




  It was cold enough to make me glad the ceiling suggested sweaters. It was about the same dimensions as the classroom we were in yesterday, but this one went by a totally different definition of classroom. For one, although the light was bright, the walls, ceiling and floor were a dark, rusty brown and so were the couches. I don’t know if you’d call them couches—big squashy pillows with back supports. They were arranged in a complete circle. We had to step over the backs to sit down. The Hoidan Zeday just hopped over from a standin’ start and landed on their butts. There were no blackboards or whiteboards or video screens. There was just us, Chori Mar, Deer Shit, Hoidan Zeday I didn’t know, and a whole lot of spicy cologne.




  The Hoidan Zeday were in a good mood and insisted we share snacks which were brought in by Deghans. To our relief, we would not be forced to eat toilet paper or pine cones. We had choices includin’ non-alcoholic beer, soda, water and tea to drink. The munchy options included nuts, fruit, cheese crackers or toilet paper and pine cones. I would hate to see Hoidan Zeday with real beer. They are rowdy enough with the fake stuff. And messy eaters too. I could see why the couches were arranged in a complete circle. It kept the Deghans out. They were tryin’ real hard to get to all the crumbs and clean them up, but they are too short to climb over the couch backs.




  The Hoidan Zeday were havin’ too much fun talkin’ and laughin’ to notice their distress. Unfortunately, we did not have translators, and the few Hoidan Zeday who did, weren’t usin’ ’em. Other than frequent use of the word hoomanayi I could’t pick up on nothin’. But they were all friendly with us, except Deer Shit. Ay still acts like ay is scared of us. No clue why.




  When we got down to trainin’. Chori Mar had every piece of equipment we had learned about yesterday. Ay dumped it on the floor in the middle of the circle. That made the Deghans crazy. Chori Mar sat down and pushed all the gadgets into a pile in front of ay.




  Through a translator, ay announced, “This things I know what is. This things I know what the use is.” The other Hoidan Zeday grunted and hooted quietly. I think that was like cheerin’ for ay. “I saw inside them all parts. I recorded, mapped and analyzed all parts. Who has seen I do this?”




  All us humans raised our hands and got confused looks from everybody that wasn’t human. Deer Shit tossed ay’s head back and gave a quiet call that sounded something like, “Hoo hya.” That they understood and they all did little head tossin’ motions. It’s like quick little movements with the chin juttin’ forward and it makes their throat wrinkles shiver. It’s kind of the opposite of head bangin’. I think it’s a good thing, but I was hopin’ we weren’t gonna have to imitate it. It would give humans whiplash.




  Chori Mar continued. “No danger is in this things. Sad. No new is here too.” A disappointed snort from the crowd. Chori Mar reached in a pocket inside the front of ay’s shirt, then brought out ay’s hand closed into a fist. Ay held ay’s fist out for everyone to see, but kept it closed. The anticipation in Chori Mar’s audience grew intense even among us humans. “We make the functions of this things,” ay waved at the devices on the floor, “ with this (untranslatable).” Ay opened the fist slowly and let a small collection of tiny crystals and metal dots fall to the floor. Ay then took the translator out of ay’s pocket and dropped it on the floor along with its ear piece. Ay then reached under ay’s collar and took off one of those transparent visors like we used to look at the Earth model and dropped it too.




  For us, it was an embarrassin’ demonstration of Hoidan Zeday superiority in technical miniaturization. Amazingly, that didn’t seem to be how the Hoidan Zeday took it. Most of them moved from the couches to the floor and began examinin’ the objects of human origin. Although most of them weren’t wearin’ translators, they knew how to butcher a few English phrases. The most popular bein’, “Mwad dis, egh?” Course even if we told them what something was, they couldn’t understand us. So the few people with translators had to work fast. We tried to keep our answers simple.




  “A stylus. Write with it on this tablet.” Jean demonstrated. Some of them tried drawin’ with the tip of a finger. It didn’t work. They were surprised.




  One of them started playin’ with recharger cords. “Wires. You plug them into wall sockets to put energy in a device.” A little hard to demonstrate that when there weren’t any wall sockets.
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