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1.

 MATT
COTTER IS THE MAN FROM EARTH

Matt walked up to the door. It had brown chipped
paint, much like the walls surrounding it and the room where he
worked. Silas had to wait because Matt insisted on keeping the door
locked.

The buzz sounded again, tearing at Matt’s ears like
the explosion of dynamite set to break up a section of ground where
a new road would be made.

He opened the door. A short, heavyset man stood in
front of him. He had a bald scalp with gray hair in a strip
reaching from one ear to the other. The man’s eyes caught Matt’s
focus first because they seemed larger than human eyes, nearly
double the size and close to purple in color.

The man smiled weakly and bowed his head. He held a
red fedora in his hands and wore a gray polyester suit with white
pinstripes. He also had a thick mustache under his nose that curled
on the sides like handlebars on a motorcycle.

“Are you Silas?” Matt
asked.

“Well, it seems I am fellow. Here
for the job. Traffic analyzation is it?”

Matt peeked his head out the door
and looked left to right examining the hallways. He straightened
his maroon tie that rested in front of a white-collared, button-up
shirt with every wrinkle ironed out. He adjusted his horn-rimmed
glasses, too. Without those, his life is a blurry vision like that
of a camera put on manual focus. Who uses manual focus anyway on
those cameras? He ran his hand over his
short parted to the side hair. It’s black
and matted down with Vaseline to keep it in place. Why use
Vaseline? It keeps the hair looking wet but doesn’t make it hard
like a rock.

“They’d normally have someone bring
you down here.”

“Yes, that.” The man placed the
fedora on his head. It had a purple strip of cloth that traveled
around the base. Nothing about this guy made sense, including his
hands. The palms appeared normal, but the fingers had an abnormal
thinness and length to them. They were like pencils.

Matt raised his eyebrows, waiting for Silas to
continue. When he kept quiet, staring at Matt with those big purple
eyes, Matt said, “Yes, what?”

“Yes, that. Well, they told me I
could come down alone. They said you’d prefer that.”

That’s correct. Though I’d prefer you stayed away,
too.

“Can I come in?”

“Of course. Sorry.” Though he
wasn’t.

Silas walked into the room staring it up and down.
Right and left. He tilted his head to a 45 degree angle. For a
moment, it almost went a full 90 degrees.

“So this is where we work?” Silas
asked.

“Correction.” Matt cleared his
throat. “This is where I
work. If you make it through the day,
maybe this is where you
work.”

“Yes. Of course. Explain to me what
you do.”

“Explain? That tells me already you
can’t handle it. You come here without an idea?”

“Well, I know it’s traffic
analyzation. Where cars go? Stuff like that.”

Matt rolled his eyes. A rookie. They hire someone
without any knowledge. Probably a retired executive who got laid
off and needs another job. Thinks he can do anything.

“Fine. Let me show you. It’ll be
educational at least. You can tell your friends about
it.”

Silas stepped up to the desk and leaned toward the
monitor with images of Interstate 95 on them. His eyes came inches
from the screen. “What’s this?”

“That,” Matt pushed Silas aside,
his hand felt like it sunk into Silas’s shoulder when he did it,
“is I-95. Longest highway run on the east coast. I like to watch
that to relax. It’s not my jurisdiction.”

“I see.”

“Now, let me show you what I
do.”

Silas stepped aside. Matt pushed a button on the
keyboard. The video changed on the monitor to an aerial view of a
street with tall pine trees lining it. The white-dotted lines in
the center of the road indicated it traveled in one direction.
Metal guardrails lined the sides meaning it had to be a bridge or
that a deep drop-off led to the trees. A car passed through the
view of the screen every few seconds.

“What’s this?”

“This is Route 4, going east. It
travels through the town of Stouten. Not much traffic here. Stouten
isn’t heavily populated, so anyone making their commute this
morning has an easy time. That’s usually the case. But if we go up
the road, further east, there’s a problem. One I’ve brought to the
attention of those who can fix it.”

Matt tapped another button on his keyboard. It was
the same highway. Traffic stood still, making it resemble a
photograph instead of video. To the right of the road a ramp led
onto the highway. That too had traffic on it, going back until it
was off the camera’s view.

“Oh. Looks like a
problem.”

“Yes. A definite problem.
Everybody’s seen a traffic jam. But have they seen it for what it
really is? Here Route 4 runs through Baybrook. A lot more people
with a lot more jobs meaning more commuters. There are a number of
problems here.”

“Such as?”

“Gee, man. Can’t you
see?”

“Well … no. I’m not adept at seeing
these … these—”

“Patterns. They’re called patterns.
In this case traffic patterns.”

“Right, these patterns. I’m not
good at them.”

“Well, why’d they hire you then?
What’s the purpose?”

“I don’t know.”

Matt pursed his lips in
frustration. How could they give me someone
this unqualified?

“Well, maybe I can train you. But I
doubt it, because by the end of the day, I think you’ll want to do
something else for a living.”

“You may be right.”

“Let’s look at the video feed.
Traffic is backed up everywhere. Everyone’s trying to get to the
same place. First, look at the ramp.”

“It’s normal I presume.”

“Normal! Open your eyes,
man!” They’re certainly big enough.
“The ramp is around 150 feet, maybe less, onto the
highway. The merge lane about the same. It’s not near enough length
to allow for adequate merging of traffic. With all the cars coming
from smaller towns further west meeting up with this larger town
and the short ramp you get a bottleneck. Traffic stops because
there isn’t enough room.”

“Ah … I see. Remarkable you can
deduce all of that.”

“That’s very little believe me.
There’s been much worse. Even in this case.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because when they do get approval
to begin construction to widen the road to three lanes and lengthen
the ramp they need to accommodate more than the current flow of
traffic. They need to make sure it’ll hold for the next decade or
two. There’s a pattern there, too. Population always grows, never
shrinks.”

“Unless a catastrophic event
happens, like a bomb that wipes out half the
population.”

“Well, how often does that
happen?”

“I’ve seen it more than you might
realize … what’s your name again?”

“I never said.”

“Well?”

“It’s Matt Cotter.”

“Ah, perfect! It seems my search
has taken a positive direction. Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise. Too bad it’ll be the
only time.” Matt tapped the keyboard again. This time it zoomed
outward to give a greater view of the traffic jam. It spread for
miles in each direction and the side roads had blockage,
too.

“Now do you see the greater
problem?”

“Well … I. There seems to be a lot
of cars.”

Matt laughed out loud. Not an LOL laugh that
everyone sends in a text but a genuine laugh that traveled through
his vocal cords in a hearty laugh.

“Yes. There certainly is a lot. In
fact, the bottleneck goes beyond the highway and ramp. The roads—I
like to call them veins, the highways arteries—leading to the
artery are narrow, too. That means those will have to be widened.
At this one intersection of veins, we’re looking at millions of
dollars in work. Five or more years of construction. Keeping in
mind that this has to be built to last a decade or two, that tacks
on another five years.

“Not to mention the businesses
along the veins. Their parking lots will be redone to work with the
road changes. The list goes on and on.”

Silas stared at the monitor. He smiled, one corner
of each part of his mouth nearly reached his ears in an unnatural
manner. Not fake. More like unhuman.

“This is fascinating,
Matthew.”

“It’s Matt only.”

“Even more perfect! I should have
guessed. You like the shortened version.”

“Nickname? No. Not a nickname. My
parents wanted the nickname of Matthew to be my full name. So my
name is Matt and only Matt.”

“Well, like I said, this is
fascinating, Matt.”

“I’m glad you think so, Silas.
There’s much more I can show you. So much that it will overwhelm
your senses and no doubt send you into shock. I really doubt you’d
like working here.”

Silas shook his head. His right eye turned toward
Matt while the left eye stayed focused on the monitor. Matt stepped
back, unnerved by the odd eyeball control.

“You’re right. I have no desire to
work here or measure traffic patterns.”

“I knew it. There’s really no harm
in admitting that. After all, few would be able to do this. Sit
alone. Analyze. Become consumed with the patterns and what they
mean.”

“Yes. I couldn’t ever do this job
anyway. It’s not the type of thing my people are accustomed to. We
want to help, but seeing patterns is beyond us.”

“Your people? What are you an
alien?” It would certainly explain the
oddities in his appearance.

“You’re better than I thought. Yes,
I am an alien by your definition. On my world, I’m called a sutran.
And I need your help.”

Matt furrowed his brow in
disbelief. Who did this guy think he was trying to say he’s an
alien? Just leave like all the others
before you.

“Very funny,” Matt said. “I haven’t
heard that one before.”

“You don’t believe me? I guess I
should prove it.”

Silas used his right hand and grabbed his left
wrist. He dug the fingers into it and slid them toward the fingers.
The skin around the hand pushed upward, wrinkling like unironed
clothes. He slid the skin off his long pencil-like fingers,
exposing a light blue hand. The shape was the same with translucent
bubbles where the knuckles would be on a human and also on the
fingertips.

“You see. I’m an alien by your
definition.”

Matt gasped in a deep breath. He tried to talk but
couldn’t form the words because his body wouldn’t release the
air.

Silas slapped his blue hand on his forehead and
said, “Of course, you’re in shock. Where are my manners? I
apologize.”

Silas put his hand to his mouth, cleared his throat,
brought the hand away in a large sweeping motion and said, “I am
Silas of Drabble, fourth planet in the XoX system. And I uh … uh …
what’s the way to do this again?” Silas balled his hand in a fist
and tapped his forehead with it. “Oh yes!” Silas raised his hand to
his side, the fingers and thumb sticking straight into the air. “I
come in peace.”

 



2.

 DRABBLE
NEEDS YOUR HELP!

“You come in peace?”

“Yes. Isn’t that what your people
have come to expect from visitors on your planet?”

“Well … not exactly. We haven’t had
visitors on our planet before.”

“Sure you have.”

“No we haven’t.”

“But you must. I’ve heard your
radio programs. Your video shows. Unless the alien has been
hostile, they say they come in peace.”

Matt was in a state of disbelief. He wanted to argue
the accuracy of the “I come in peace” statement. But it had to be a
trick, someone playing a joke on him like his best friend would so
cruelly do when he was in high school.

But who would want to play this trick on him
now?

“Come with me,” Silas said. He
grabbed Matt’s arm with his exposed blue hand. “The ship is
waiting. Your help is needed.”

One thing didn’t make sense. Matt saw patterns. An
alien from another planet would have their own way of speaking.
Their words would sound like gibberish.

“How come you speak my
language?”

Silas turned to Matt, his eyes opened wide,
resembling sunny-side-up eggs with purple yolks. “I was going to
ask you the same thing?”

“You speak English?”

“Who says it’s called
‘English’?”

Silas yanked on Matt’s arm and walked toward the
door.

“Like I said, the ship’s waiting.
If you have questions, I’ll answer them once we’re on
board.”

Matt tried to make sense of it all. Why would an
alien want to take him? Why would it apply for a job as a traffic
analyzer? Don’t they have better things to do, like explore
planets? Invade planets? Blow up planets?

As these thoughts passed through his brain, trying
to understand the pattern of thinking that led the alien to take
him, they turned left out the door of his office.

Matt came to his senses and shook the alien’s hand
off him.

“Wait. This is crazy. You’re not an
alien. It’s impossible.”

“I agree with you, Matt. I’m not an
alien. From my perspective, you
are the alien. But you’re an alien that can
help.”

“Help? How?”

“You see patterns. Patterns my
people can’t see.”

Matt stared at the ground and shook his head. People
had trouble seeing patterns like him, but they still recognized
simpler patterns. Like 2 - 4 - 8 - 16. The next number would be 32.
That’s an easy pattern. But a people that couldn’t see patterns at
all? That’s the problem. It had to be a lie.

“Gee, man, if you don’t see
patterns, why do you think I’m the right guy for whatever it is you
need?”

“Matt, there isn’t time. Others may
be down here soon. The ship is set to leave automatically. I can’t
control it. It’s a failsafe to prevent discovery.”

Matt crossed his arms over his chest and raised his
eyebrows. “I’m not going anywhere until you answer the
question.”

Silas’s eyes shifted—one to the right the other to
the left—like a gecko.

“My people see other things. For
instance, we all are adept at recognizing that a good outcome may
come from something. Some are better at it than others. Among my
kind, I’m considered the best. I see in you the ability to bring
about the best outcome.”

“The best outcome for
what?”

“On my planet we received
information about a possible attempt on the life of an official
running for a high-ranking office. We need to figure out who it is
to stop it.”

The light above them began to flicker. Silas’s right
eye turned upward. He swung his body around and said, “The portal
is about to collapse. The ship’s going to leave. I’ll explain more
when we’re on it.”

“What portal?”

“Right. You can’t see
it.”

Silas reached into the inside breast pocket of his
suit coat and pulled out a pair of black sunglasses. The lenses
were also black, but in a way Matt never witnessed. They seemed to
suck all the light into them, creating a dark void.

“Put these on. They’ll help you see
things more like me.”

Matt took the glasses from Silas. He went to remove
his glasses from his head.

“No. Keep them on. They aren’t
corrective lenses. They’ll form to your glasses.”

Matt did as instructed and put the sunglasses on top
of his own horn-rimmed glasses. Immediately, the sunglasses
transformed, blending into his pair. They became one.

In front of him the portal Silas spoke about hovered
in the air. It swirled clockwise toward the center like a
whirlpool. The edges flashed in a pink glow that disintegrated into
little pixels of light.

“You see? It’s collapsing. We have
to go through it to board my ship?”

“Your ship?”

“OK. Fine. It’s not my ship. It’s
on loan from Council. They let me use it when I want for official
business.”

“No. I mean, your ship is beyond
that portal?”

“No. The portal is my
ship.”

One pattern always stood out to Matt. The pattern
that led to life. All uncertainties could bring life or death, and
Matt erred on the pattern that meant life.

“I can’t do it.”

“You have to. I promise you, if you
help me, it’ll be worth every moment of your time. We will reward
you greatly.”

Matt took a moment to consider what he had to lose.
He had no friends. A lonely job. No pet sitting at home waiting for
him. Even the patterns in traffic he found usually went ignored or
nothing happened for years after he pointed them out.

His life’s pattern tied to himself and nobody else.
No one would miss him or care that he’d gone.

It clicked like it did when he saw a pattern of
traffic and how to correct it.

Human contact has always been a problem for him,
going back to when his best friend became the “cool” kid in high
school and totally abandoned him, even made fun of him and bullied
him. Kicked him.

Once out of high school, he met a girl in college.
Dark, board straight hair. Braces on her teeth. Coke bottle
glasses. No makeup and two giant moles on each cheek.

She made friends somehow with the attractive chicks
in college. They gave her a makeover. Contacts. Mole removal.
Curled hair. Removed the braces (even whitened the teeth).

Once the jocks on the college football team showed
some interest, she dumped Matt quicker than a fat man on a toilet
after he’s eaten a spicy burrito.

Typical.

People always disappointed Matt. That’s why he
worked alone. The human race had a way of grouping into colonies of
people that think they’re better than someone else. Even when they
take an outsider under their wing, they transformed them into the
grotesque mob.

Better to be alone. Do the work needed. Keep to
himself. That’s Matt’s way.

His life led to this point. The pattern fit the
mold. Be alone or with someone as long as they’re not human? The
latter had some benefits. Going with Silas was a viable option.

“OK. Let’s go.”

Silas smiled even larger than before. His mouth
reached to his ears and passed them. Matt flinched. Some of the
alien’s actions grossed him out due to their unnaturalness.

Silas ran toward the swirling portal as the edges of
pink, pixelated light began to shrink inward, making it smaller. He
jumped through it, his body missing the edges by inches.

With the portal continually getting smaller, Matt
took in a deep breath and ran toward it. He jumped in, hoping not
to regret his decision, and if he did, hoping to live so he could
regret it.

 



3.

 ABOARD
THE SHIP (THE COUNCIL’S
SHIP)

Pink and white swirled around Matt’s body. His limbs
stretched outward and wrapped around in a circular shape in front
of him. His hands detached from his arms and circled in front. His
head stretched upward and traveled in an arc to the detached hands.
His legs arced below until they, too, reached the detached
hands.

A calm came over Matt as he viewed these things. He
should be worried, even scared. Instead, he was at peace and
completely relaxed.

His hands reattached to his arms and his legs and
head moved backward until he turned into himself again. The pink
and white swirls became translucent. Beyond them, flashing lights
of red, green, and yellow appeared. The pink and white became
completely invisible.

“Welcome aboard,” Silas said. He
reached out his hand.

Matt went to shake it, but before he could, Silas
wiggled his fingers for a few seconds and pulled the hand away.

“What was that?” Matt said. He
patted his chest, checking to see if he was indeed whole
again.

“What was what?”

“The pink and white. My body coming
apart.”

“Oh, that. I should have told you,
that’s what happens when you enter the ship.”

“I gathered that. It takes that
long to get on board?”

“Not at all. The time you went
through the portal and onto the ship was no more than a second.
Seems like a lot longer. You’ll get used to it.”

Matt shook his head, removed the sunglasses, and
rubbed his eyes. He never expected to get used to that.

The ship was a sight. He assumed he stood on the
bridge as many lights, monitors, and buttons were before him. The
monitors showed images of planets and stars. The buttons blinked
and beeped in random intervals. In the center of the circular
shaped room, a bright white light shone. It should have lit up the
room, but the light seemed contained within a glass tube. Matt
walked up to it and placed his hand to it. Nothing shone on his
hand. It was like the light wasn’t there.

The walls had an orange hue like a sun setting at
night that casts a glow on the landscape. Each light traveled
upward along the domed ceiling, coming to a point like a triangle
at the top center where the tube of light met it.

Silas took a seat at a station and tapped his hands
into the air. He looked like a mime but his fingers moved in
precise motions, going in a square pattern.

“What are you doing?” Matt
asked.

“Putting in our coordinates. Our
next stop is Drabble. My home world. I’m sure you’ll … oh. You need
to put the glasses back on. I assure you, they’ll help you while
we’re on the planet.”

Matt placed the glasses on his face. He understood
what Silas meant. The room took on an entirely different look.
Where the bright tube of light shone, it now pulsated color upward
that connected with the light in the ceiling. From the there, the
light rippled down the walls like a wave until it touch the ground.
Then it traveled along the floor in straight beams of red light
that touched the center.

Also, the tapping in the air that Silas did made
sense. A hovering thing (a keyboard possibly, without keys) with
blue outlines and symbols was in front of Silas.

Another keyboard hovered near Matt. He lifted the
sunglasses and it disappeared. He put them back on and there it
was. He reached out his hand to touch it, but his index finger
passed through it like going through light.

“Don’t touch that!” Silas yelled.
“It’s highly sensitive. Should only be touched in
emergencies.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s the self-destruct
button.”

“What emergencies would give reason to
self-destruct. Seems counter-productive?”

“Well, I guess only one. Very
rarely do you have two emergencies when you have to use the
self-destruct button. I’ve only used it once.”

“On another ship?”

“Of course not. On this one. The
Council hasn’t given me the ship, but I have approval to use it
whenever I want.”

“And you’ve used the self-destruct
button?”

“Yes.”

Matt examined the bridge again. Looking at all
sides. The walls. The light in the center, which he assumed must be
the engine based on what it did.

“If you’ve used the self-destruct
button, how is it even possible the ship is intact?”

“Humans. You’re a strange breed.”
Silas clicked his tongue. “You think yours is the only way of doing
things.”

Silas stood from his chair and walked over to the
tube of light. He placed his exposed hand on it. His hand began to
light up like the walls, a ripple of blue light passed down and
through his skin. The human skin faded away, as did the clothing,
exposing his naked blue body with translucent bubbles at all the
joints. His body shape stayed the same, even the bald head which
now had red, small spikes reaching from one ear to the other. It
resembled hair but thicker.

He turned to Matt and said, “This is what I really
look like. I hope it doesn’t offend you.”

“It’s different. But I can live
with it. Although, it would be nice if you would put on some
clothes.”

“Who says I’m not wearing clothes?
How dare you accuse me of such rudeness. You have those glasses on
right?”

Matt shook his head again. “Yes. I do but—”

“But what?”

“Nevermind.”

What’s the use. I’m sure there’s plenty more I’ll
learn that I won’t expect.

“Oh, and my name’s not Silas
either.”

“Then what is it.”

“Well, you can call me
Silas.”

“Gee, man. Why tell me that isn’t
your name when it’s what you want me to call you?”

Silas’s purple eyes narrowed like a cats when it’s
about to pounce on prey. “Because if I said my real name, you would
became paralyzed with fear. The sound would shake your bones and
rattle them until they turn to dust from pulverization. Your
eyeballs will split apart, their gooey insides—”

“OK. That’s enough. I get the
point.”

All this distraction of the ship and Silas’s real
name kept Matt from discussing the most important thing. He had
hopped aboard the ship without a complete understanding of why or
where he was headed.

“Can you tell me why you need
me?”

“Certainly. Have a seat. I’ll
explain what I can.”

A chair—one that hadn’t been there when Matt had his
sunglasses off—was to his left. The back leaned at a 45 degree
angle and the bottom had wide “legs” that came off the seat. Matt
went to sit down but fell right through the chair, slamming onto
his tail bone.

“Aaaaa,” he yelled out in
pain.

“You humans have a problem with
your back end. The padding needs to go up higher. I should have
told you, with these objects you can’t touch them. The frequency’s
off. Let me see.”

Silas stepped to another floating panel of light and
symbols. He waved his hand across it a few times.

“There!”

Matt yelled out again. Not because he fell, but
because the chair became solid with him fallen through it. The base
protruded from
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