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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.

A nervous twitch of strands from the prime parent prompted his mates to rush to the rescue.

The younger Human helped the other get up. From his absence of creases, I surmised that he was unfazed. Letting go of the Secretary, he leaned over the edge.

“Yup,” he said. “You can’t fall inside a Rubik.”

*

I WAS STILL SHIVERING from what I read under the “bald” entry of the Essential Loonguni-Human Lexicon, when my top strand picked up a fruity breeze.

A deep elation welled up my spine, flowering in my head. My hair strands rose up as the joy of Change coursed through their capillaries.

The yellow-haired Human looked in my direction. His face paled.

“Shit! Look at the bitch’s spaghetti!” he growled, his hoarse whisper disturbing the rising harmonics. “Another one’s coming!”

“You’re disrespectful of our translator!” The bald one whispered back.

Then he turned to me.

“I humbly ask that you disregard this offense, Voono.”

The Lexicon provided me with the right answer and gesture. I extended my lips as if I was about to bite on a wide protein strip.

“None taken,” I said.

The Human’s rosy lips curled upward, showing his square upper teeth, while the water film coating his eyeballs sparkled some more. Nice. Without the right facial muscles, Baldy’s smile was difficult to replicate.

I kept forgetting their official names. It felt unnatural to learn by rote those syllables devoid of any aroma. I had nothing tangible to pin memories on.

By the way, I was sincere about the offense thing. Calling me a female dog was not that far from the truth. 

Compared to Humans, we look rather slim, with slender, delicate-looking arms. Biologically, all Loongunis can carry a child, one egg properly spawned by two or three other adults. (We’re diploids, but our tradition deemed important to mix our gene pool.) And the glands to nourish said child are located in front of the lungs.

With my golden strands depressed, if you stood far enough and squinted hard, you could mistake me for a female Human.

As for the canine part, the smell world gave me a wealth of clues that no Human could begin to understand. I sometimes wished one of them would bring a real dog on board.

Our section’s doors chimed a delicate arpeggio and shut down.

“Get in the bed and close your eyes!” Baldy ordered.

Yellow Hair complied, muttering under his breath.

“I didn’t sign to travel in a damn Rubik!”

This strange nickname, again! I had searched my Lexicon for it, in vain.

The wall vibrated as our section of the box moved.

I shut my eyes to enjoy the Change, my hair flowing up and down while the walls sang their tunes, their well–oiled joints sliding along the complex transfer route. I pushed out my ear funnels to follow the concert of small thuds and raps marking the shift.

The Humans retreated on their beds, each an open-box contraption fixed (fixed!) on the wall they arbitrarily called “floor”. The hairy one even shut the lid, cutting out the glorious symphony of Change.

The song went on, until our tiny part in the great Box finally settled down.

*

“CAN’T YOU JUST KEEP this thing stable?” Yellow Hair asked.

A deep bass humming underlined their harsh voices. This permutation had brought our section near the Drive thrusters. I could sense my fellow Box workers there, like small lamps moving behind gauzy drapes. 

“Stable?” I repeated. 

The Lexicon had difficulties explaining that term, too. 

“Yeah, like on a planet’s surface. No change. A permanent state.” 

My temper almost flared up. 

“Permanence is a phantasm!” I protested. “Planets circle suns while rotating on themselves. Their skin wrinkles and shifts constantly.” 

Suns roamed at incredible speeds, trailing their necklace of planets. Every star participated in the same dance, so beyond measure that no Loonguni could hear the galaxy’s majestic song.

Our dynamic home world heaved and shook and shifted. Nothing could be built and stay put for long. Loongunis learned to follow the rhythm of days, the tunes of tides, the cymbals of earthquakes. 

“Everything moves from one equilibrium point to the next.” 

The Humans also hated the irregularity of the occurrences. They might have accepted rigorously clocked Changes. But a Traveling Box never shifted according to expectations. 

I guessed that our visitors missed their rocky planet. I did not know what to say to alleviate their sadness. Then, I noticed their unmade beds. 

“Do you sleep in the same position all night?”

“No. I would get sore.” 

“The Box shifts like a sleeper turning and tossing on a mattress.”

The Secretary nodded, his remaining front locks moving along. His hairy assistant was not deterred. 

“Isn’t your consciousness anchored in your body?” 

Anchored. Like the legs of their beds, stuck to the wall. 

“My ‘I’ inhabits this body, for now,” I said. “Change will eventually occur, its atoms reforming elsewhere, maybe as part of a new sun.”

“It’s no use,” Yellow Hair said. 

I felt at a loss. I was the best Human language learner, eager to give a good first impression.  Mutual exchanges would bring so much better if they could forget this insane quest for stability! 

How could they not welcome Change! Every Box permutation felt sooo right...

An idea burgeoned in me.

“There is something I need from you.”

The older Human looked at me. 

“What?”

“Could you show me a ‘Rubik?’”

*

THE HUMANS took a full half cycle retrieving their archives to produce what looked like a small replica of the Traveling Box, with only three rows instead of seven. 

Six bright colors adorned the faces: Blue, Red, Orange, Green, Yellow and Pale. (Baldy insisted on calling this last color “white,” but the Loonguni Lexicon had no equivalent for it. No untainted “white” existed in the universe; all stars had some coloring. I preferred the more logical, if somewhat hazy, Pale). 

It was a lot of fun turning the thing between my fingers, scattering the colors, then retracing my moves and putting the six faces back to uniformity. But the center piece linking all the others kept its mystery. 

“You see?” the bald Human said. “The center never shifts.”

I did not answer, absorbed in this wonderful feeling of mobility.

“The Traveling Box has no such center,” I replied.

“Hmm. I guess your shifting mechanisms lie between the walls, since all doors closed before the shifting.”

This Human was intelligent, no doubt. I could see by his closed eyes that he was thinking. The other, more impatient, broke the silence.

“Your ship must have a center of command, a bridge, whatever!” 

I deliberately shook my head, my hair flowing in the opposite direction before settling in a calm crown. 

“We don’t have a center of command.”

“I wonder how you can govern yourself,” the hairy one said, deepening the tiny creases around his mouth. 

“I mean, we don’t have a steady command center. Nor a stable hierarchy. The Loonguni Floating Council shifts like a river. Each drop of water flows along, all of them keeping the overall shape.”

The humming was getting louder. The clamps joining the two faces conveyed a pleasant vibration under my feet. The Humans shifted, nervously. 

“What’s this tremor?” Baldy asked, lifting his foot.

“We were standing on the wall adjacent to the Drive section.”

“Does it shift?” 

“It does, but the Drive always ends up at the center of the aft face.”

In any Box, Drive was the sole compartment keeping the same position relative to the course in the Void. This simple engineering fact
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