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His fall from society happened faster than he could have imagined. One year ago Jim Thompson was happily married, with a beautiful home in the country built with his own hands and a steady job that put him solidly in the middle class. As far as he was concerned, his life was comfortable and full. The idea never occurred to him his fortune could change so drastically in so short a period. Now, at fifty-four years of age, he found himself alone, broke, and homeless.

Jim and his wife built a home designed for retirement on two and one-half acres not far from town. They raised two children together and life seemed good. He was not particularly religious although she was, so she would go to church on Sunday with her family while he stayed home. Going without him was harder for her than he realized.

When she calmly asked for the divorce it shocked and surprised him. He had not seen it coming. What he did not know was she re-connected with an old friend; a man that didn’t drink or smoke cigarettes, and went to church every Sunday. Jim was unaware of this detail until after the divorce papers were signed.

As the years passed their love grew complacent. He did not realize the significance of their changing needs and opinions. Over the last couple of years their relationship deteriorated to the point where his wife spent her evenings watching television in the living room, while he spent his in the garage drinking beer and smoking cigarettes. He would occasionally attempt to go inside and spend time with her watching her shows, but talking resulted in a raised finger and a harsh, “Hush!” He would retreat to the garage for the music, the cigarettes, and the beer. Somewhere along the way they stopped being a couple. When they were younger they believed opposites attract. In the end, it is what tore them apart.

They worked for the same company, and every weekday he would drive them to and from work. The thirty-minute drive normally gave them a chance to have the discussions couples need to have. When she stopped speaking altogether, he begged for an explanation, which she steadfastly refused to supply. She feared he might uncover her hidden intentions.

She left him alone in their house for two weeks, him believing she would rather live by herself than stay married to him, while she made plans for her freedom and his replacement.

By her request they met at a public place. She picked a barbecue restaurant they often frequented with excellent food, and without emotion informed her husband of her decision. After twenty-five years of married life, he was once again alone. The meal he ordered when he arrived at the restaurant sat unopened in the to-go box—in the fridge—until he threw it out.

They divided their property within days and arranged the legal affairs. Jim’s soon-to-be ex-wife was in a better position financially to keep the house, so he settled for half of what the house was worth, his retirement savings, and his six-year-old pickup truck. All the things that he considered necessary fit in the bed of the truck under the camper shell.

His pain and anger caused him to drive the process forward. Her parting was cold and uncaring. Not once did he witness any tears. He even went so far as to save her some money by allowing his lawyer to represent them both. Before he had time to dwell on the ramifications the deed was done, and he reluctantly joined the ranks of the newly divorced.

Then he lost his job.
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He was not considered tall at five-feet nine-inches, and thin in spite of his bad diet, with green eyes and receding brown hair that grew long and curly between cuttings. Currently, it was almost touching his shoulders. He considered himself neither handsome nor ugly and thought of himself as an ordinary fifty-four-year-old guy.

For twenty-three years Jim was an electrician for a large brokerage firm in downtown Saint Louis with a multi-building complex. He did not always acknowledge it, but it was a good, secure job. The company was family owned and went through great pains to minimize turnover. Unlike most corporations, this company specialized their building services, with separate departments for electrical, heating and cooling, relocation, and special services. Jim was one of six electricians responsible for keeping the electrical network functioning.

A modern brokerage firm generates vast amounts of highly sensitive data and therefore are required to maintain extensive data centers that must stay energized at all times. Highly sophisticated uninterruptible power supplies and battery banks that supplement the large diesel emergency generators needed to be ready twenty-four hours a day. Unintended power outages were not allowed. Because of this requirement, there were sporadic late night shifts testing generators and emergency equipment. It was a technical part of the job with a lot of responsibility.

In addition to the emergency equipment, the electrical department was responsible for almost everything fed from an electrical panel. Lighting, building distribution systems, kitchen equipment, ground fault safety devices, data wiring installation, and even microwave repair were all within the responsibilities of the job. The diversity made for an interesting, fulfilling vocation.

The end of his career came with a thirty-day notice. In a bid to cash out, the board members sold the company to a larger firm, which in turn sold to an even larger brokerage house. All maintenance duties would be contracted out and the current maintenance employees terminated.

He had the opportunity to apply with the company replacing them, but there were significant changes scheduled for the future. Extensive training and twenty-four-hour coverage would mandate rotating shifts and new stricter procedures. Jim’s employment for the last twenty-three years required him to continually learn new skills, and he was tired of learning. He decided on a new start, took the modest severance package, and left.

Then the largest financial institutions in the United States began to fail, and the Great Recession of 2008 began.
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He began his new life by renting an apartment and starting the search for a new job. In time he moved to a cheaper motel when the search proved more difficult than anticipated. His savings account was relentlessly depleted with rent, gas, food, and all the day to day necessities like cigarettes and beer. A day came when he ran out of cigarettes, with no money to buy more. As it turned out quitting was easier than he thought. Eventually, even the beer became more than he could afford.

He collected his unemployment benefits until they ran out. Still, he could not find a job. The number of unemployed skyrocketed in the first few months of the recession, leaving many without work and searching. His skills were specialized and not immediately in demand. Sometimes he wondered if his rejections might have something to do with his age, for there were often eager, younger candidates applying with him who were also hungry for work.

A year after he lost his life partner, his job, and his home, he was sleeping in the back of his truck under an aluminum camper shell. Except for a small pile of boxes stored at his brother’s house, everything he owned was inside the truck parked under an overpass by the river. A home out of gas. This reality was now his world, and he was still shocked by the number of life-changing-events that placed him here.

During the course of his downfall he lost touch with his brother, the only remaining member of his family, and his two grown children. He did not want anyone to feel sorry for him, as they had lives of their own to manage. Jim refused to even hint of a need for help because he was embarrassed. In spite of the circumstances, he was determined to dig himself out and create a better life. He just didn’t exactly know how—yet.
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He did not have any interviews to go to today, the same as yesterday and the day before. Without access to the internet or a working phone to assist in the process, he had not had an interview in three weeks. He already tried all the usual sources many times without success. Somehow, he had to figure out a way to earn some money.

Jim liked to draw and spent more and more of his time working on his sketches. He hoped to find somewhere to sell the best of them for a few dollars and buy food, or gas for the truck. The city could run him off at any time, and if the vehicle could not move of its own power the city would send a tow truck. They would deliver his home to the impound lot where the exorbitant fee would prevent him from bailing it out.

This morning he was headed towards the gym for a much-needed shower, and a chance to sell a drawing. He learned early on it was well worth the money to maintain a gym membership. It provided a place to stay warm, shower, and sometimes swim. He, like many others, avoided the shelters whenever possible.

He walked carefully as he left the outskirts of the overpass to head downtown. It snowed two days back and then warmed up, leaving mud and slush to navigate. It was the middle of the morning with a bright sun warming the concrete of the sparsely populated streets. The usual pedestrians were either working or at home in the suburbs.

Along the way he stopped in an alley to check a dumpster used by an office supply store. Sometimes they threw out old paper stock to make room for new. He figured he was doing his small part in saving the planet if he rescued the drawing materials they were too lazy to recycle.

This time, when he opened the lid, he found an envelope laying on top of the refuse filling the bin. The brown cover was remarkably clean and without creases. Inside the oversized jacket was a package of twenty sheets of white drawing paper, complete with the cardboard overwrap; paper he could use to release his imagination. His discovery of this unexpected treasure appeared almost deliberate, and caused him to wonder if someone left it specifically for him. The gift lifted his mood and for a moment caused a rare smile. He scanned the alley and saw no one. How could anybody have known? He had a few friends but mostly kept to himself. He did not look further into the dumpster, thanked his good luck, and turned to finish his trip to the gym.

In the middle of the narrow lane, where a second ago an empty alley stretched to the next street, sat a small silver drone. He took a step closer for a better look and then checked the alleyway again to verify he was alone.

He approached his unexpected find to discover a four-foot toy quadcopter. One of the first things he noticed was it had no propellers. The four fan shrouds were there, with slender supports leading down to a streamlined body below, but the means of propulsion were missing. Someone with more money than they needed had tired of their attempted toy repair and tossed it out.

What a waste, he thought.

On closer inspection he found the craftsmanship of the toy to be excellent. The shiny silver skin of the craft reflected the surroundings, making it difficult to distinguish details. Still, he could see the subtle outlines of variously sized access hatches, and a thin etching of a door on the lower pod with a tiny keypad beside it. It was supported by four delicate legs sprouting from the underside.

There were small ports for purposes unknown and markings too small to read. Underneath he could see larger door outlines representing cargo doors, with more ports for who knows what. There was not a scratch, dent, or mark anywhere.

Once more he stood and swept the alley to make sure he was alone. He saw no one in either direction.

I have to get this back to the truck before somebody else sees it. Even without the propellers it has to be worth something.

The drone was just too beautiful to end up broken and discarded in the trash. Jim bent down and ran his finger over the shroud closest to him. The skin was smooth and slippery to the touch as if highly polished. His finger slid without friction across the surface.

He reached around with both arms and as gently as he could attempted to lift the drone. It remained two feet off the ground for only a few seconds before he realized it was too heavy to carry very far. It quickly became apparent he would not be transporting this treasure without assistance. He didn’t want to leave the incredible model behind for someone else to find, so he searched for solutions.

Propped against a nearby dumpster he found a rusty silver oven grate. Inside that same bin he found a pair of old-fashioned roller skates. They were the kind of metal skates with straps and metal clamps used for fastening them to your shoes. Even though the leather straps were missing and the clamps bent and broken, they were precisely what he needed. He remembered as a child how he and his brother nailed this same type of skates to the bottom of a board, added a crate to hold on to, and rode their contraptions down the biggest hills they could find.

He used a partial roll of discarded red electrical wire to strap the skates to the bottom of the grate and added a broken broomstick in the front to use as a handle. The broom handle would allow him to balance his load and pull it back to his truck. With the pocket knife he always carried, he cut two thick squares of cardboard and placed them over the grill to support the craft. He used two large rocks to counter-balance the makeshift dolly and was ready to load the drone.

With great care he placed his find onto the cart and covered the load with a ripped and dirty blanket from the trash. He hated soiling the craft by using the rag, but he wanted to prevent anyone from becoming curious as he pulled it home. To secure the blanket he used more of the red wire and strapped the covering around the drone. He found that the cloth covering would slide off if he didn’t. The outer surface of the craft was that slippery.

It took more than an hour to pull his prize back to his pickup. Shortly after he began his trip it began to drizzle. The sky was a uniform shade of gray, with the sun hiding behind a thick layer of clouds. Jim hardly noticed the dreary atmosphere. His concentration centered on getting back, but he also thought about the possibilities his find might bring.

The path back to the truck was littered with obstacles, and it required time to find a clean, level course to prevent his hastily built cart from falling apart. When he finally arrived at the truck he was tired and soaking wet. The shower he initially went out for had been replaced by the rain shower, which did little to make him feel cleaner. He figured once he got the drone settled in the bed of the truck, he would lock it up and make a quick trip to clean up.

It was one o’clock in the afternoon. The cloudy sky allowed only enough diffused light to reach the ground that it appeared more like early evening. He rolled up his sleeping bag and moved some things around to empty a spot for the little aircraft in the bed of the truck. Then he managed to muscle the craft inside with the intention of getting a better look at it.

He climbed in, closed the tailgate and the rear window, located his flashlight, and removed the dirty covering to perform a more in-depth inspection. Jim marveled at the detail of the engine cowlings and fuselage. With the right background and the proper perspective, the craft could pass for a full-sized ship. He spent a few minutes close up, admiring the artistry of the work, and then scooted back to lean on the tailgate to dry off and think. What the drone enthusiast in him wanted most was to fix it. Flying this craft would be a lot of fun. Unfortunately, an expensive toy is also costly to repair. Without the funds to make repairs he would have to sell the craft the way it was.

He was about to get up and go for his badly needed shower when something surprising happened. A bright beam of blue tinted light shot from the craft to envelop him, forcing him to close his eyes.

In that one instant his view of the universe was forever changed, while simultaneously restarting his less-than-perfect life.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Jim Thompson opened his eyes to a new reality, and he struggled to make sense of what just happened to him. For a few moments he was dizzy, but when his eyes finally focused he knew something extraordinary had happened.

The small flashlight he held comfortably in his hand a short while ago, lay on the ground behind him and was now twice his size. The broad beam it cast lit the way to the towering drone, illuminating an expanse of foam rubber typically used under his sleeping bag. It was no longer the man-sized scrap he had been using for months to sleep on. The dirty bed roll was now a speckled beige expanse of soft foam rubber.

The craft he worked so hard to rescue was now thirty feet away at the far end of his oversized surroundings. Somehow, he had been reduced to the size of a mouse—and the drone into a full-sized aircraft.

A soft whine caught his attention, drawing his gaze to the now man-sized hatch with what was a tiny security pad. The door slid open and a ladder extended from below the hatch and descended until it touched the soft foam of what was now the terrain he must cross. It was an unspoken invitation. Too shocked to stand, he sat where he was to consider his options. It only took a few seconds to conclude he had but one choice. The ship was calling him, and he needed to know why.

The amount of dirt and clumps of decomposing leaves littering his path surprised him. It appeared his sleeping place was not as clean as he thought. With his surroundings much larger than before, some of the former crumbs of debris were big enough to require stepping over or going around. Walking on the dirty foam rubber proved to be tricky. His progress was slowed further by numerous craters where chunks were missing. The experience reminded him of videos he had seen of men walking on the moon as the soft foam sank with each footstep. After his first tentative steps, he found it easier to bounce his way to the ladder.

In a state of disbelief he made his way to the bottom of the ladder. Rather than rushing to climb up to the impossible craft, he sank to the ground to gather his nerve and try to figure out a logical reason his senses would be playing games with him. He could think of none.

The ladder was warm to the touch and fashioned from a type of metal with a light golden cast. It felt very real. Jim pinched himself and it hurt. He slapped his face and confirmed he was not sleeping. As far as he could tell, whatever he was experiencing was his new reality.

Above him the open hatch beckoned with a soft light emanating from inside. The camper shell was getting darker, and the temperature was falling. At the far corner he saw the small mountain that was his pillow. Behind that, the sleeve of his heavier coat poked from beneath the white mound, a covering now large enough he could fit in a pocket. After a minute considering these insights, it only reaffirmed his original conclusion. He had to climb the ladder and enter the drone.

He wondered, What if I return to normal size while I’m inside? Is that a possibility?

After a short conversation with himself he decided it was a risk he had to take. Wandering around outside, in the dark, while the size of a mouse was out of the question. Besides, his curiosity demanded he know more about the strange craft that put him in this position.

The spacing of the rungs leading up made for an easy climb. Nevertheless, he hesitated at each step. He was going someplace magical. Jim was going somewhere only imagined in dreams and science fiction, and he was stalling, taking the time necessary to process the experience as it happened.
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The interior of the craft glowed a pale white and resembled the inside of an egg. The walls, ceiling, and floor emitted a soft light that left no shadows. The only visible furnishing was a high-backed chair located in the center of the deck. Jim circled the armchair, all the while searching for clues to help him make sense of an impossible situation.

The seat cushion and back were upholstered with something resembling leather, with the frame that supported the cushioning constructed of the same metal as the ladder. He felt the seat and found it soft and inviting. The efforts he put himself through to relocate the ship had made him tired, and the adrenaline pumping through his body as a result of this ridiculous circumstance was causing him to feel light-headed. Standing was getting progressively more challenging—so he sat in the chair.

“Did I ask you to be seated?” said an insistent deep voice from nowhere and everywhere.

Instantly, Jim jumped from the chair. “Hello?”

The voice replied, “Hello to you. You have not responded to my query.”

“I’m sorry. I could not help myself. My legs are wobbly and the chair was empty.”

“Do you often take possession of unattended items?”

“Do you mean—am I a thief?”

“Precisely.”

“No. I had no intention of stealing your chair.”

“Very well.” The tone of the voice softened when it continued. “You may be seated.”

Now reluctant, Jim sat down. “Where are you?”

“I am here.”

“What do you mean? I can’t see you.”

“I understand your confusion. I am all around you.”

“You’re kidding me...right?”

“Is there a reason I should deceive you?”

“I wouldn’t think so.”

“Then I will be truthful. I am the starship you currently occupy.”

“I’m inside a starship?”

“Correct.”

Jim thought about this and asked another critical question.

“Why am I here?”

“You are being evaluated.”

“Evaluated for what?”

“I cannot respond to your questions at this time.”

“Why not?”

“If I answered your questions the test results would be corrupted.”

The hatch was still open. It occurred to Jim if he moved fast he could probably make it to the ladder. The entity must have noticed his furtive glance at the door, for it proclaimed, “If you leave now, I will return you to your original size and depart. There will be no second chances.”

“And if I stay?”

“If you meet the necessary requirements you will be given an opportunity to participate in a vital endeavour.”

Jim mulled this over for a few seconds and decided to follow along. The alternatives available to him were few. His current lack of money, friends, and a place to live paled in comparison to the possibilities this mysterious ship might provide.

His hesitation changed to a cautious resolve. He said, “Alright. I think I know where this is heading. What do you need me to do?”

––––––––
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The first request the ship made was for Jim to clean up. It complained he was making it difficult for the surface nanites to clean up after him. An oval door appeared in the bulkhead behind the chair. Inside was a compartment designed for personal hygiene. He stepped inside and was told to disrobe and place his dirty clothing in a small opening to his left. After placing his soiled clothing in the compartment, the opening disappeared with a sigh.

To his right stood a transparent stall; a clear tube big enough for a person to stand inside that rotated to reveal an opening. “Please enter the chamber,” the voice commanded.

“Hey—wait a minute. What’s going to happen?”

“You will be cleansed.”

“Not sure I like the sound of that. Let me ask you this. Is it going to hurt?”

A pause. “No, James Thompson. It will not be painfull.”

After the stall rotated to seal the door, a dense fog enveloped his body accompanied by a sweet scent. The mist was warm and relaxing, and his fatigue melted away. Too soon, the fog was sucked from the chamber and followed by a blast of air from above and below. Five minutes from entering the high-tech shower he stepped out clean, dry, and refreshed.

The hole in the wall where he placed his clothes was open when he stepped from the stall. His clothes were smooth and folded, waiting inside. When he put them in the drawer his jeans were stained, and the pant legs ripped. The shirt he wore more than any other included a widening hole in one sleeve. To his surprise, both items appeared brand new. In a matter of minutes the ship had cleaned, pressed, and repaired his clothes.

Above the drawer a slim cordless razor sat on a small ledge with a mirror above. His hair and beard had grown in the past few months, and his reflection in the mirror startled him. The razor made quick work of his scruffy beard. Soon he was clean, shaven, and appropriately dressed.

Jim felt even better when he returned to the chair and found two thick cheeseburgers along with a bottle of water on a small table that wasn’t there twenty minutes ago. It had grown from the deck next to the chair, providing him a place to sit and eat.

“I took the liberty of providing you with sustenance,” the voice said. “Please be seated and I will begin your indoctrination.”

“Indoctrination to what?”

“The situation is easier to explain with visual assistance.”

A clear and sharp picture appeared on the bulkhead before him that mimicked a high-resolution image on a six-foot screen. It showed a twenty-something man standing by a shiny red Mercedes Benz. He was tall and good looking, with perfect blond hair and a confident smile. The ship’s voice began. “You are the third candidate I have tested for this campaign. This man was the first and failed very early. He proved to have insufficient motivation.”

The man and his car were replaced by another image. This new picture portrayed a short heavy set man in an expensive gray striped suit, standing before a line of well-dressed people. He was older than the previous person, with white hair combed to perfection. His arm was raised and his mouth was open, as if pushing a point to an audience.

“This man also failed to pass the examination. He was unacceptable for several reasons.”

“How was he unacceptable?” asked Jim between mouthfuls of hamburger.

“The reasoning behind my conclusions is of no consequence to you. You need only know that you are not the first candidate. The individual components of the test providing me the information I require can prove to be difficult.”

By this time the burgers were gone. Jim discovered he was hungrier than he thought. The fact they were warm and juicy made them disappear quickly, leaving only greasy fingers. When he looked back at the table the plate was gone, and in its place was a white napkin ready for his use. “What happened to the plate?”

“The surface nanites have recycled it.”

“...and the napkin?”

“To clean your fingers.”

“I mean where did it come from?”

“The food and the napkin come from a replicator below deck. Items are formed from elemental sticks I create and store.”

It was an explanation that enlightened him very little. “You can make whatever you want?”

“Yes—within reason. There are, of course, restrictions.”

Jim dug deeper. His knowledge of nanostructures was limited. He knew only that they were tiny machines with countless applications that many scientists found extremely exciting. As far as he was aware, research in the field was in its infancy “You have skin made of nanites?”

“Not exactly, but I can reconfigure the interior as needed and recycle unnecessary items as required.”

“So I don’t have to pick up after myself?”

“That is correct—to a point. I can provide you with a waste receptacle at your request. Your assistance will make the nanites more efficient.”

“Glad to help.”

Jim was losing the ability to be surprised and used the napkin to wipe his hands. Then he asked an important question—well, actually two. “Who are you and where are you from?”

“I will answer the latter question first. I am from the planet Senara. It is a world some light-years from here.”

The voice continued, “My planet was once much like yours. Unfortunately, we no longer have the same favorable climate conditions you take for granted. The residents of my world are experiencing a prolonged ice age. I will not go into detail, except to say I am here on a mission. I need the help of someone from your world. It is a matter of vital importance that will affect the welfare of both planets.”

“You want my help? Why?”

“You fit the criteria and my surveillance of you has been encouraging. In addition, James Thompson, you passed the first test.”

The view screen changed and presented candid images of Jim performing the tasks of his everyday life: Jim leaving the neighborhood gym, talking with one of his homeless friends, and sitting outside his truck. There was a shot of him sleeping in his pickup taken with night vision.
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