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This book is dedicated to my childhood friend, Pat Hickey. Without his real-life input, this may have been just another mysterious misadventure for Sally Forester-Newton and her AI sidekick, Rodney.

Let’s keep ‘em coming, Pat.

“Occasionally, I get a letter from someone who is in “contact” with extraterrestrials. I am invited to “ask them anything.” And so over the years I’ve prepared a little list of questions. The extraterrestrials are very advanced, remember. So I ask things like, “Please provide a short proof of Fermat’s Last Theorem.” Or the Goldbach Conjecture. And then I have to explain what these are, because extraterrestrials will not call it Fermat’s Last Theorem. So I write out the simple equation with the exponents. I never get an answer. On the other hand, if I ask something like “Should we be good?” I almost always get an answer.”
― Carl Sagan, The Demon-Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the Dark
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Prologue
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Sally’s mysterious misadventures had been quiet after ‘The Goat that Wasn’t; A Baa-d Mystery’ was solved. Her dead husband, Lars, had gone about his business. Gus, the goat, was happily snuggled in with his guy, Bert. 

Rodney is awe struck at every turn with his off-sync vision and still learning how to direct his new chair with artificial intelligence successfully. Suffice it to say that Sally, Spuds (who was still winter visiting), and Rodney were all being well entertained.

Most of the wreckage the marauders left behind had been repaired or replaced. But a few of the tougher and more expensive projects were unfinished. Waiting for parts and Sally’s energy... or unsuspecting bigger muscles to come along.

The historic philatelist puzzle that had been occupying one end of the table for months was almost complete. Spuds and Sally were still testing the snowbird on-property experiment. Spuds came and went as the wild hair struck him. It was all good, so far.

Spuds was on a wild goose chase the day that ‘all quiet on the home front’ ended. 

It started with a ‘thunk’ followed by a ‘swoosh’ on the rounded roof of Sally’s igloo. 

And that’s where we begin...
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Chapter 1 – Thunk and Swoosh
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Sally jerked her eyes from the puzzle to the roof. Rodney did the same. 

“What was that, Sally? Is the sky falling?”

Sally stood up from her chair. “Maybe. I’ll go see...”

“I am coming with you.” Rodney ordered his chair, Amy, to unplug him; ‘Amy, back-up; Amy, go outside’. But Amy was not moving fast enough for Rodney. “Amy. Let me drive!” he said. “Amy is not driving. You are in control,” she responded. 

Rodney flipped the lever with his bionic arm and took himself outside; forgetting that he had to make the chair stop. He saw the sidewalk drop off; slammed on the brake, ejecting himself out of his chair and face-planted in the dooryard at the end of the tunnel. “Saally. Saally. Help, please, Sally.”

Sally peered around the igloo. She saw Rodney. “You’ll have to wait just a minute, Rodney. I’m deciding if this blob is dead or just knocked itself out. Or did a pterodactyl fly over and drop pooh on my house. Wait! It’s changing colors... and shape...”

Sally turned and tore past Rodney; racing into the house. She grabbed her walking stick, phone, and pellet rifle, then trotted back out to her sanctuary tree. She dropped her weapons next to her cushy repurposed office chair and tossed Rodney back into his chair in a single stroke.

“We have company, Rodney. Very strange company. Maybe you’ll recognize him—or whatever it is – when you see it.”

Rodney sat in his chair, blinking his out-of-sync eyes to clear the sand from his face-plant. “What are you talking about Sally? Why do you not know whether it is a man or a blob? Whatever a blob is...

Blob – an indistinct or shapeless form or object. A splat of something.”

A little man with bright orange hair, greenish skin, and glowing blue eyes sauntered into the dooryard. “Excuse me. May I trouble you for a Band-Aid?” He raised his arm. Thick pink liquid oozed from a cut on it. “I seem to have cut myself when I landed. I also road-burned my butt when I slid off your roof. Have you got anything for that?”

Rodney stared at the odd, oozing little man. 

Sally stood from the chair. “Sure. Hang on. I’ll be right back.” She dodged into the igloo and returned with a box of bandages and a bottle of aloe vera gel. “Here you are.”

The little man covered his cut with the biggest Band-Aid he could find. He poured aloe vera into his palm, reached around and patted his backside with it. “Oh yes. That feels much better. Thank you.” He pointed at a stump. “May I sit?”

Sally nodded; watching every move he made.

He perched on the stump. “Thank you. My humanoid name is Gordy. Gordy Gordon. I’m from the planet Ziggy. Where have I landed?”

Sally’s mouth slammed shut. Her eyebrows raised, crinkling her forehead. She spoke. “You’re in Arizona. The Sonoran Desert. Where were you wishing to be?”

Gordy grinned. “Well, home on planet Ziggy. But I have a mission to complete first. My jet-pack got caught in a turbulence. I have no idea where it landed. But I fell here... on your roof.” He eyed the igloo.

“I thought igloos were only at the north pole. That’s where I thought I got swooshed off to. I’m quite relieved to find I am, at least, in the right desert. Not at the north pole.”

Sally gathered her courage. “So, you speak English on planet Ziggy?”

Gordy laughed. “Oh no. We speak Ziglis. But we are shapeshifters. We speak the language that we are shifted into. It comes with the territory. Lucky for me, it’s not an add-on. I get snarky and stubborn at having to install an app to use a skill.”

Sally, sighing, “Phew! That’s a relief! You have no idea the headaches we’ve had around here trying to communicate with cats and goats. Whole books have been written around our efforts to talk with other species. At least we can communicate.

You say you won’t be staying here on earth?”

Gordy shook his head. “No, ma’am. Coming to earth is like transporting into the dark ages. I like our abilities and amenities at home. And the minus 10-percent humidity.” Gordy eyed the weaponry leaning against Sally’s chair.

“I see you’re well-armed for your time. And I am so glad you chose to ask questions before using them on me. I mean you no harm.”

He turned to Rodney. “And you are the famous rag man-doll that was blessed with artificial intelligence. I am impressed. How are you liking that chair you named Amy? You’ll do better if you let her drive. Less mishaps like the one I fell in on.”

Rodney blinked his eyes. “How do you know all that? I want what you have...”
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Chapter 2 – Rodney Wants
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“Hold on there, fellas,” Sally interrupted. “Gordy, if you are so versatile in your shapeshifting, why didn’t you turn yourself into your own jetpack?”

“Because, ma’am, we are not perfect. We haven’t mastered turning ourselves into machinery yet. Machinery has to be operated by someone else. We are control freaks. We’d never stand for something else making decisions for us.”

Sally giggled. “That sounds familiar... But how do you keep the chaos of things like traffic under control?”

“What chaos? We shapeshift our way around obstacles. There is no chaos. Pushy troublemakers are dealt with on-the-spot. They are banished to the factories. If they choose to be pleasant and patient with the outside world, they are invited to return to it. Some actually prefer the 24/7 blood, guts and drama of the factory.” He swatted at the air. “Pfft. And they can have it. I choose peace and harmony.”

Sally repositioned in her chair, relaxing a tad. “It sounds like you’ve been there and done that.”

“Ha, ha.” He nodded. “I did an overnighter when I was just a puddle of goo. I didn’t want to shapeshift to get around a slow-moving oldster. I nudged him along a little until I could squeeze on by him. I may have uttered a disrespectful word at him, too. I thought my own destination and speed was more important than his.

In a blink I was at a sorting table; elbow to elbow with mouthy, obnoxious puddles just like me. They were pushy, snarly, and growly. Not a pleasant splat was heard. Overnight was enough. I never want to go back to the factories. And I haven’t.”

Sally nodded. “That sounds very effective. I wonder how we could put that into play here on earth. Hmm.” She thought out loud. “The factory... choose to live as a lover or a fighter. Everyone’s in control of their own destiny... And neighborhood. 

But why are you here, Gordy? On earth... if you aren’t thinking of relocating and taking over.”

“I am on a rescue mission. The love of my life is an explorer. She was on an expedition to learn about earth when their ship went wonky. Humidity here is, apparently, too much for not only we Ziggians, but also for our equipment. 

I was bringing the fix when my own jet-pack got caught in a dust devil, a tornado, or something. I had to turn myself into a parachute to keep myself intact.” He shook his head. “This gravity you people live with is unbelievably strong.” 

He patted his pocket. “I still have the fix for the expedition’s ship... but Carmen’s pet rock with the homing device to find her flew out of my pack. It plummeted to earth much faster than I did. I have no idea where it is.” He waved out toward the desert. “Except out there somewhere.”

He shook his head. “I must find it and find her before the humidity turns them all into a squishy pile of glop. They will wash away in the next deluge; never to be found and returned to planet Ziggy.”

“So, Gordy, why haven’t I heard of a mysterious space ship arriving?”

“Oh, you have, ma’am. But you probably know it as the ‘Phoenix Lights’. They make a big news deal out of them every anniversary.”

Sally scoffed. “Good grief, man! How do you know all these things? You’re spooking me!”

Gordy sobered. “Ma’am, do not fear me. I say again that I mean you no harm. I am on a peaceful, life and love saving mission. If I had not got caught in that turbulence and thrown off course, you would not even know I’m here.”

Sally shook her head and sighed. “Well then... how can I help you get on with it? Just so you know, if I have to call in my village of helpers, there will be explanations – and proof of shapeshifting expected.”

Gordy nodding, “That’s no problem... as you saw from my landing. But mum’s the word to prevent panic. We must choose our cohorts carefully and on the sly. Rumor mongers will only cause chaos and prevent my mission from succeeding.”

Sally nodded. “Yep. I got it. And agree. Notoriety is not my cup of tea. What say you, Rodney? You’ve been mighty quiet through all this.”

Rodney blinked his heterochromia eyes. The blue eye opened and closed just a little bit faster than the green eye. “What did you say, milady? I fell asleep searching for the planet Ziggy.”

Sally repeated herself. “I asked for your input on Gordy’s story and dilemma. Can we help him and keep it all on the down-low?”

“Yes, milady. I am only too glad to help. And I hope that Gordy will install some of his skills in return.”

Gordy back-pedaled. “Ahem, Rodney. I don’t know if I’m able to share my skills in you. It’s a DNA thing. And first I must find my sweetheart and save us all from corroding away in the humidity. This will more likely be a rewardless job that you take on out of the goodness of your heart.”

“Heart? Sally, do I have a heart? You have never mentioned a heart to me before.”

Sally grinned. “In this case, Rodney, out of the goodness of your heart means to help someone for the joy of giving. There are no strings attached. We just do it. It’s the right thing to do.

Get it?”

“Yes, Sally. I get it. It’s how we roll. Out of the goodness of our heart.

I like it.”

Gordy looked between Sally and Rodney. “Does this mean you will help me find my darlin’ Carmen’s pet rock?”

Sally nodded. “We’ll do our best. But how will we know it when we find it?” She splayed her hand toward the world around. “So many rocks... will it beep or blink or hop?”

Gordy instantly melted into a ball.  The ball would fit in the palm of Sally’s hand; was round on top, flat on the bottom, shiny black like obsidian, and had a blinking white eye on the side.
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Chapter 3 – Pet Rock
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The ball popped up and became red-headed freckle-faced Gordy again. “Did you get the picture?”

Sally caught up to her own unbelieving, scrambled eyes before she answered. “I believe I did. And it will still be looking for a needle in a haystack. Does it contain any metal – especially iron – that would tickle a metal detector?”

“Yes. It does. It’s also magnetic. Like a meteorite. I can become a metal detector or a magnet. But do you have access to such devices?”

Sally nodded. “I can order today and it will arrive tomorrow. So, yes.” Sally’s phone rang. “Hang on just a minute. I need to get this.”

She swiped the face of her phone. “Yes, Ri...Michael. What’s up?”

Sally gasped. “You’re kidding! I can’t believe it! Absolutely! I want to throw the book at them. What do you need?”

She listened. “You got it! I’ll be there! Thanks for the call.” Sally sat in silence, staring straight ahead.

Rodney coughed. “Was that Detective Mulriley, milady?”

Sally shook her head to clear it. “Yes, Rodney. He’s got two of the marauders in custody. They were bragging about the damage they did here. And the items they stole. I have to file charges within 72 hours or he’ll have to let them go.”

“Excuse me.” Gordy interrupted. “Did I understand you were victimized by some troublemakers?”

Sally nodded. “Yes, sir. They should have been sent to planet Ziggy’s factories many years ago. But we don’t have such things to separate the bad guys from the good guys. We have jails and prisons. The same idea, but completely different, as I understand it.”

“Well,” Gordy spoke slowly, “would you like to find a better way to handle them?”

Sally laughed. “Of course! But I’m one puny little woman who doesn’t make waves unless I have to. I talk but nobody listens.

That being said, tell me more.”

“Get them sent here to you.”

Sally gasped. “You’re plumb daft, man... blob... whatever you are! I’m more likely to wring their necks until they get the picture! And that’s after I give them a POW! Right in the kisser!”

Gordy gave her the 2-arm international sign for slow down. “Cool it, ma’am. If you want to make a forever change in these goon’s attitudes, you’ll do this. Get them sent here to you. When you’ve calmed down enough to hear me, I’ll tell you the plan.”

Sally fumed and sputtered while she made a pot of coffee and swept the floor to expel her frustration. Then she mopped the floor for good measure.

Her energy spread over the entire igloo floor, Sally poured herself a fresh hot mug of coffee and settled into her cushy sanctuary tree chair outside again.

Rodney and Gordy were deep into a discussion of righting the wrongs of both their worlds. Sally listened in, saying nothing. Gordy was talking.

“...the thing about the factories is that they sort the quality Ziggian’s who have confused self-care and selfishness. There’s a fine line between the two. 

Those who were born with the selfish gene have no real consideration for others. They can appear to care with their syrupy talk and big, toothy smiles, but they can only keep it up for so long. 

One of my missions on planet Ziggy is two-fold. I educate others on how to discern between selfish and self-care. And while I’m at it, the self-seeking con artists know they have to keep upping their game to keep up. They live in constant fear of being found out and sent to the factories forever. It’s that fear that rears its ugly head and sends them there.

One of the slimiest, stinkiest factory jobs is to separate genes and cells of every living thing. There are some really icky things out there!” Gordy shivered into a puddle for a moment before reshaping himself into the redheaded-freckle faced little man. 

“The collections are sent out to the genetic scientists in hopes of correcting the selfish gene so that it mutates to a self-care gene.”

“Wait!” Rodney cleared his throat. “I have read that these selfish twits have learned their behavior from their parents. What does mutating genes have to do with that?”

Gordy smiled. “And there-in lies the problem. Some performances are learned while others are a disturbed gene in the pool. The factories ferret out the ingrained from the hard-wired.

Someday soon the geneticists will have a simple test to tell the difference. Then it all becomes a matter of choice for the evildoer. Live forever in exile at the factories or undergo gene therapy.”

Sally’s memory flashed back to the era of forced lobotomies. Brain surgery to ‘correct’ misbehavior. She’d read that the irreversible surgery essentially robbed the recipient of all emotion... turning them into a potatohead forevermore. And done without the permission of the patient! She shivered the unacceptable thought away.

From there she hopped to forced sterilizations. The practice of surgery to prevent a female from producing offspring... without her permission! Sally had to force herself to look for a bunny in waiting and a bird taking flight. Both free and able to make their own decisions. 

Of all the things that made up Sally’s life, she valued her freedom to choose for herself the most. Just like her niece, Joan Freed, the rebel life coach insists upon for herself and her clients. Is it in the genes?

That’s one of the strongest reasons she’s relieved Detective Mulriley will not declare their relationship as friendship. She has... and probably will again... done some things that he might have to carry her off to the hoosegow for. Like relocating bodies that just happened to drop dead on her place. 

To Sally’s mind, she didn’t cause the deaths; she knew nothing about the whys of it
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