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Part One

That Need to Know

April 2026

“Two possibilities exist: Either we are alone in the Universe or we are not.

Both are equally terrifying.”

- Arthur C. Clarke


One

Panic gripped her.

The craft hurtled through darkness at an unknown speed. Nothing registered on the instrument panel except for a pulsating red light and the words, EJECT IMMEDIATELY.

She and the craft dropped in a free fall, headed toward Earth—her punishment for asking a simple question: Who or what am I?

The answer to her simple question had been even simpler: she was hauled away, put in a craft by herself and sent out into the universe. The immediate problem was that she knew almost nothing about this craft or how to eject herself from it. The AI no longer spoke to her. She scoured the instrument panel for a new message, but the same words remained. She screamed, “Hey, AI, I need some help here!”

A lever slid out of the wall. She grabbed it, pushed down, nothing happened. She pushed up, it didn’t move. Now she tasted her panic, a terrible sourness in back of her throat that threatened to choke her. She passed her hand in front of the lever, not touching it, and suddenly a transparent, cylindrical object rose out of the floor and clamped around her, encasing her. Trapping her.

She heard the loud click as it locked.

For long, terrible moments, she couldn’t breathe. Her arms flew up, her fists slammed against the walls of this prison, and her breath exploded from her. Her lungs instantly gulped for more air and she was shocked that she could breathe. She kept gulping at the air and now, just ahead of her, she could see something below her. A planet? Was that Earth?

The craft burst out of the darkness into sunlight so brilliant it nearly blinded her. She covered her eyes with her right arm and gripped the edge of her chair with her left hand. When her arm dropped into her lap, something had changed in her vision. The brilliant sunlight was muted somehow.

Earth, it was Earth. She felt certain of that much. And now it was much closer, all greens and browns and breathtaking blues that rushed forward to embrace her.

Then Renie lost consciousness.

Her eyes snapped open into utter blackness. That was all she saw, blackness everywhere without any relief, without a single granule of light.

The cylinder that encased her now lay on its side, but she was still trapped inside it, in her seat. When she turned her head to the right, a single blinking light caught her attention. She focused on it, willing it to brighten, and gradually it did. Scattered through the green illumination lay remnants of the craft, pieces here and there, huge chunks, small, and every size in between.

She realized the cylinder had been ejected from the craft before it crashed. She flexed her fingers, toes, bent her arms and legs. Moved her head from side to side. No aches, no stabs of pain. She didn’t seem to be injured. But claustrophobia had seized her and she knew if she didn’t get out of here, it would kill her.

Renie fought the straps and buckles that held her until they released their grip. Then she thrust her body hard to the right. Did it again, again, and the cylinder rolled right—not quickly but enough so that she could thrust her body again. Now the cylinder rolled over and over, three times, four, and stopped close to the blinking green light. She stared at it for long minutes, the green dark then pale, then dark again and blinking faster. Suddenly, the cylinder popped opened at the top, a neat, perfect slit, and the sides of this tight prison fell to either side of her.

For seconds, she didn’t move. The air surrounded her, flooded her senses, utterly fresh and clean and almost sweet. She could see stars, a slice of the moon. She pressed her hands against the bottom of the cylinder and sat up, shocked that she could do so.

At her feet was a swollen pack of some kind. She didn’t have any idea how it had made it into the cylinder with her but was grateful for it. She grabbed hold of the strap and pulled it toward her, into her lap, and clutched it against her as she got shakily to her feet.

Renie didn’t know what was inside, didn’t recall packing it, and wondered who had done it. The officials who had sent her off? A guard who felt sorry for her? Her mother? A stranger?

She stepped outside of the cylinder, careful to not tread on any part of it, then sank to the ground, struggling to get her bearings. But what was there to get? If this was Earth, where on the planet was it?

She had studied the planet at the university, its geography, diversity, complexity. She at least remembered that. She could be on any of its continents. Outside of any city or town. She spread her legs into a V, set the pack between them, pulled it open. The green light facilitated her search by brightening enough so she could see inside. She dug her hands into it.

At the top, she found clothing—shirts, pants, sweatshirts, jacket, socks, gloves. She set each item neatly on the ground, reached inside again. Now it was other stuff—a pair of flashlights, a lighter, matches, compacted bars of food, practical stuff. But in a zippered compartment, she found what she needed most—a circular communicator that fit perfectly in the palm of her hand. Renie W graced the top, carved or burned into it. She flipped it open.

The screen sprang to life and after a moment, her mother’s face appeared, strange in its contours and lines, but warm and loving in her fathomless eyes and quick smile.

“Renie, when you asked that question, I knew it was time to send you home. You were born to Jazz and Dean 30 years ago, on Tango Key, Florida. When you were still an infant, they moved to Cedar Key and you were abducted when you were just weeks old Earth time. You were a gift to me and my partner and were raised by us as one of us. As a result, you have abilities that are unusual among humans. Some realignments were made to your physical and mental body so that you could adjust more readily to our world. The third eyelid, for instance, protects against the brightness of the sun. Two hearts allow each heart to rest periodically. The…”

“Mom, hold on, slow down, okay? I need to know something.”

But her mother kept on talking and Renie realized it was a recording, a video, where her adoptive mother delineated the ways in which she was now different from other humans. She slapped the communicator lid shut, so deeply disappointed and pissed off that emotion caught in her throat. She squeezed the contraption briefly between her hands, then opened it again to a blank screen.

Mother, gone.

Just a star-strewn sky.

“Where am I?” she asked.

A female voice answered. “Cedar Key, Florida.” Coordinates followed. “The destination of Tango couldn’t be fulfilled. The town has been underwater for many years now.”

“Why? What happened?”

“A hurricane.”

“Can you show me where I am on a map?”

A map of the United States appeared on the screen, with Florida lit up in orange. It stuck out at the bottom of the country, an appendage that thrust itself into the Caribbean, just daring some giant sea creature to take a bite out of it. Or daring a hurricane to rip it apart, submerge it. Cedar Key was a pulsating blue light in an indentation in the land along the northwest coast of the state. Tango was another pulsating light near Cedar Key. The rest of the cities in the state were a combination of reds and greens.

“But where am I?” she asked. “Where did the craft crash?”

“Here you are,” the apparatus said, and a flashing deep blue light appeared in what looked like a dense forest. “No danger at the moment. A bit of history for you. The submerged town of Tango was named after the island of Tango Key just off the west coast of the Florida Keys. You were born there. But settlers of that island actually came to this Tango first.”

“Then why am I so far north of there?”

“Whoever entered the destination for your craft entered Tango—not Tango Key. So Tango was closest but submerged.”

“Do people live here on Cedar Key?”

“Yes. The island is larger than Key West in terms of population. More than 30,000.”

“Is my human mother still alive and living here?”

“I don’t have that information.”

“Are people here friendly?”

“That depends on who or what they think you are. Right now, there’s a search underway for your craft. Fishermen and many others saw it plunge out of the sky and alerted the police.”

Then they won’t be friendly if I just walk into town…

Renie snapped the communicator shut, silencing the voice, the map, the flashing lights, all of it. She ran her thumb over her name, Renie W. What did the W stand for? What was her last name? Who or what am I? Why didn’t she know what the W stood for? A nickname, a last name, a joke?

Who or what am I?

It all came back to that single burning question.

She slipped the communicator back into the zippered compartment.

She closed her pack, pushed to her feet, and headed into the trees, into the darkness, uncertain about all of this. She struggled to remember—details. Of where she’d been, of her mother and father in that other place. And my last name, what is it? Why don’t I know? And who named me Renie? Human or other? What was her work in this other place?

She remembered the university where she’d studied Earth and other planets and thanks to that recording on her communicator, she remembered her mother in that other place. She remembered the heat of that place. But she couldn’t recall much else. She felt the bulk of her memories had been snatched away from her but didn’t know who or what had done that. Maybe the voyage itself or the crash were responsible?

She dug into her pack and brought out the circular device again. Flipped open the lid. “Hello, are you in need of something?” The communicator now spoke in a gender-neutral voice.

“What…what happened to my mother who spoke to me earlier? Where is she now?”

“That image dissolved once it spoke to you.”

Dissolved.

“I’m not asking about the image. I want to know about her.”

“She’s in the same place she was when she recorded that.”

“And where is that place?”

“I’m not programmed to provide that information.”

“What the hell good are you then?” Angry, she snapped the communicator shut and walked. Fast. Then faster.

They’d sent her away, stolen her memories, the craft had crashed and here she was, Renie W in elsewhere. She forced herself to focus on movement. One step, another and another….

It felt so good to stretch her legs that even though she was exhausted, she kept moving. After countless hours contained within that craft, the movement made her feel alive.

Contained, yes, as if she were a prisoner, an undesirable.

Her eyes quickly adjusted to the dark. She walked until she reached a large reservoir of water. A lake. She stared at it and felt the stirring of a memory that gradually took on shape, color, substance. She remembered how, in that other place, she’d stood at the edge of a gaping hole in the ground that had held just a small puddle of dirty water. Everything else around it was so dry that the soil had long since cracked. Whatever had covered the banks of this reservoir, lake, in her memory, was long gone. That remaining puddle was like an afterthought. But at one time, it had been filled with water and she felt certain there had been large creatures that lived in it.

What kind of creatures? She didn’t know. No image popped into her head. She didn’t have any idea what these creatures had looked like. Had that memory been snatched from her, too? Or had she ever known?

She moved toward this body of water, almost expecting it to immediately dry up. But when she reached it, the reservoir was still there, so she crouched, dipped her hands into it, sniffed at it. She liked the scent of it, pure, clean. But just to be sure, she touched the tip of her tongue to it, testing the taste. She liked it.

She raised her cupped hands to her mouth and drank quickly, greedily. She dipped her hands into the water again and splashed it on her face. Renie dug deep into her pack and found an empty container that she brought out and filled. Then she rocked back onto her heels and gulped until the container was empty. Water dripped out of the corners of her mouth, slipped down the sides of her neck. It felt good, refreshing.

Her eyes shut. Grief and terror rushed out of her in explosive sobs. She slapped her hands over her mouth, struggled to hold back her emotions, and failed miserably. Her hands dropped to her thighs and she sobbed, soft, chopped up sounds. When she finally raised her head again, she refilled the container to take with her and got to her feet. There, on her right, stood a creature with pure blond fur, its head cocked to one side, eyes fixed on her.

Is it real? “You…real?” she whispered.

The creature panted. Okay, yes, she was fairly certain it was real. The panting got louder. The name of this creature came to her as a feeling of warmth, comfort, safety, unconditional love. “Dog,” she whispered. “Hope you’re friendly.”

The dog barked and spun around and trotted off into the trees. Renie hurried after it.

In the place where she’d been living for the last—what? Decades? How long?—had she ever seen a dog? She vaguely recalled a creature like this, a dog, keeping guard at her crib most nights. Or maybe she’d dreamed that, she didn’t know. Suddenly, she wasn’t sure of much of anything.

Who or what am I?

That question haunted her and it seemed that everything else hinged on the answer.

Finally, her fatigue was too great, and the trees and bushes and flowers smelled so sweet and inviting, that she sank to her knees under one of the sprawling branches of the trees. She used her pack to rest her head against and stretched out. The last thing she saw before she closed her eyes was that dog, sitting nearby, waiting for her to get up again.

Dog, do you have an answer for me?

The dog came closer to her and his long, warm tongue moved up her cheek, as if to console her.


Two

Kirk Hunter traipsed through the trees with his flashlight, whistling for his dog. “Hey, Nigel,” he shouted. “C’mon, boy! Treat!”

He’d been outside with his Golden Retriever, sitting on the porch steps, scrolling through his phone and hoping to see an email from his agent or editor, either one of them. Both of them. But a loud noise in the trees, followed immediately by a burst of light, had startled him and when he’d glanced up, Nigel was gone. Now Kirk worried that something had happened to the dog. Usually, just the word treat brought him running back.

He continued through the trees, whistling, calling. Nigel appeared suddenly in the beam of his flashlight, tail whipping back and forth, and ran over to him. Kirk flung his arms around the dog’s neck.

“Shit, guy, I thought you were lost or had gotten hurt.”

Nigel licked his face, Kirk took hold of his collar and urged him back toward the house, but the dog twisted away, barked once, and ran into the trees again. Kirk loped after him and less than a mile into the trees spotted Nigel standing next to something under a tremendous banyan. Animal? Human? Kirk couldn’t tell.

Early beams of sunlight now fell through the branches, providing enough illumination so he could turn off his flashlight. As he neared Nigel and the tree he saw a body huddled in the leaves that last night’s winds had blown off the trees. Injured? Unconscious? Dead?

Please don’t be dead.

Kirk crouched next to Nigel and stared at the woman curled up on the ground. Her hair was such a light blond it was nearly white, the long strands wrapping around her chin, cupping it. One hand was curled up next to her cheek, fingers long, nails short and unpainted. These days, many women wore these strangely long nails like daggers, with sharp points at the ends, that were painted all sorts of colors. Colorful claws. Or cleverly disguised weapons. Hell, maybe he’d use that in a novel. A female assassin who used her daggerlike nails to kill her victims.

He could almost hear his editor groaning, probably because she had nails like that.

Sunlight touched her face, revealing a perfect contour of bones, skin so flawless it looked almost fake. High cheekbones, a seductive mouth. Even though her eyes were closed, he could tell they were large. She didn’t look injured, but what the hell was she doing here? And why was his dog so adamant about sticking close to her?

Kirk rocked forward onto his knees, touched her arm. “Hey,” he said quietly. “Are you okay? Can I get you anything? Water? Food?”

No response.

“Nigel, you think you can wake her up?”

His dog hesitated a few moments, then moved up close to her and drew his long tongue up one cheek then across her forehead. She stirred, her hand fell away from her face. She turned onto her back and her eyes opened, slowly, reluctantly. Huge eyes, a meadow green.

She raised up onto her elbows. Strands of her nearly white hair fell along the sides of her neck. Only her skin was paler than those strands.

“Who’re you?” Her eyes fixed on Nigel. “Dog. His name, his name…” Her gaze now locked on Kirk’s face. “Your name is…”

“Kirk,” he replied. “I’m Kirk. And the dog is Nigel. Who’re you?”

“Renie W.”

“Are you hurt?”

“I don’t…think so. Not physically.” With some effort, she sat straight up, flipped her hair back over her shoulders, looked around. “I’m famished. Do you have any food?”

“Not with me. But back at my house the fridge is jammed. C’mon, I’ll fix you some breakfast. The sun’s rising. You can get comfortable. Call family. I mean, I’ve got my cell, you can call them now if you want, but the signal out here in the woods sucks.”

She nodded and grasped his outstretched hands with surprising strength. He pulled her to her feet and reached for her pack. But it abruptly rose from the ground as if gravity didn’t exist and she hooked her arm through the strap so that the pack now hung from her shoulder. “Will Nigel go with us?”

After what he just had seen, the impossibility of that pack just casually rising from the ground to her shoulder, left him briefly mute. “Uh, sure. He’s going with us. He lives with me. How’d you do that…with your pack?”

“Can’t you do that, too?”

“Ha. Wish I could. Only one person I can think of who might be able to do something like that is Uri Geller. I saw him in a mall when I was a kid. He was bending spoons.”

“For real?”

“Yeah, I don’t think it was an illusion.”

“I’ve never tried to bend spoons.”

Given what he just had seen, the idea of her bending spoons nearly made him laugh. He figured she could do it with her eyes shut.

Nigel trotted along ahead of them but kept glancing back to make sure they were following him. “We’re coming, Nigel. Not to worry.”

“Does he understand you?”

“Sometimes, I think, through the tone of my voice. How did you end up out there in the woods, Renie?”

“I…was hiding.”

“From whom?”

“Anyone and anything that intended me harm.”

Kirk had a million other questions, but really didn’t know where to go from here. “My place is just ahead.”

“What kind of food do you have?” she asked.

“What kind of food do you like?”

“Fruits, vegetables, just about anything other than meat.”

“Are you a vegan?”

She seemed confused by the question. “Vegan, what an odd word. Is that someone who only likes vegetables?”

WTF. “Well, uh, no not exactly. It indicates someone who doesn’t eat meat or meat products. They usually prefer plant-based substitutes.”

“Hmm. Yes, okay, I guess that fits me.”

His place came into view, outside lights burning, Nigel on the front porch, waiting for them, tail wagging. “Good boy,” Kirk called.

Nigel barked in response.

“I don’t recall communicating with a dog before, but I think that bark translates as, You got it, dude. Odd, huh?”

Odd, yeah, that was one way of putting it. WTF fit it even better. In fact, in his head, WTF was now her name.

Nigel stopped at the front door, he opened it and the dog trotted in, glancing back at them. His topaz eyes seemed so incredibly human that Kirk, not for the first time, wondered if Nigel was a human trapped in a dog’s body. “Make yourself comfortable, Renie.” WTF. “I’ll fix us something to eat.”

But she seemed to be paralyzed just inside the door, her wide gaze moving slowly around the spacious living room. “You live here?”

“Mostly when I’m writing. Otherwise I live in Orlando, where most of my friends and colleagues are.”

“But this…” Now she moved, holding her hands out in front of her and walked toward the huge picture window that faced the sunlit lake. “…this is like…like a dream, a vision, a hallucination. Where I live…” She shook her head. “I don’t recall ever seeing something like this.”

Kirk, now in the kitchen, dished up Nigel’s dinner, set it on the floor. “Where do you live?” Where’d you come from, WTF?

“Far from here.” She pressed her palms to the glass. “But I can’t remember the name. I think the…the trip…stole most of my memories.”

Kirk stared at her, noticing nuances—how beautifully sculptured her long, delicate fingers looked against that glass, the perfect tilt of her chin, the utter blondness of her hair that bordered on white—no, hair that in the morning light was white as bone. And right then, he knew that she’d come from the streak of falling light he’d seen in the sky earlier, when he was on the porch waiting for Nigel. The falling light that had made the loud noise in the woods.

No, not just a loud noise. It had shattered the silence, a percussive sound, and he’d known immediately that whatever had caused it wasn’t just a light and that it was nearby. Maybe he could use it somewhere in his novel. As a result, he’d sat there, frozen on the porch for another—what? Three minutes? Five? Why? It was as if he’d been waiting for his muse to suddenly leap up, shouting, Got it, Kirk. Good opening scene…

…For the novel he’d been struggling to start since he’d arrived here ten days ago.

“I’m, uh, making you a salad, Renie.” WTF. “What would you like to drink?”

Only then did she turn from the window, her eyes lit up. “What are the choices?”

Kirk brought down two glasses from the cabinet, set them on the counter next to the cutting board. “Well, cold water, lemonade, beer, coffee or tea, wine, orange juice…”

“Beer.” She repeated the word like a kid who just had learned what beer actually was. She frowned, her huge, magnificent eyes seeming to slide together. Then she snapped her fingers. “Beer. Right. From…?”

“Mexico. It’s Corona.”

“Mexico,” she repeated.

“Yeah.”

“I’ll take a beer.”

“Coming right up.”

He grabbed a Corona from the fridge, popped off the cap, set it on the ledge of the pass-through window to the living room, where she stood. “Hey, Nigel,” she said. “You want a sip of beer?”

His dog peeked around the corner at her, barked, and trotted out of the kitchen to the living room and plopped down in front of her, panting. “Is it okay if he has a sip?” she asked.

WTF. “Here, give him this instead.” He brought a marrow bone out of the freezer, dropped it in a bowl, and passed it to her. She set it on the floor and Nigel, of course, came right over, picked it up, and carried it off to another spot.

The salads he made were beauties—all leafy greens with slices of different colored peppers, radishes, zucchini, cucumbers, and with bits of fruit crossing the top. Pineapples, apple, mango, papaya. He carried the bowls out into the living room with silverware and napkins. Then he fed Nigel and made himself a scrambled egg and toast and joined Renie at the table.

She held the fork like she wasn’t quite sure what to do with it and glanced at him. “A fork, right? That’s what this is called?”

“Yes. How….” WTF. “What do you usually use to eat?”

“My hands.” She set the fork down, held her hand over the bowl, and a radish raised up. She opened her mouth, directed the radish into it. “Like that.”

WTF. “Wow. Like with the backpack.”

“Uh-huh. But food is easier.”

Sure, WTF. “If you know how to do it.”

“Maybe I can teach you how.”

I doubt it.

She continued to eat like this, telekinetically, and it fascinated him. He watched each bite of salad pop into her mouth and immediately wondered about the extent of this ability. Nigel watched for a few moments, then stretched out on the floor and promptly fell asleep.

Was she just an anomaly? Or an alien? “Can you show me on a map where you’re from?” he asked.

“A map of—?”

“The world.”

“Maybe.”

He got up and fetched his iPad from the coffee table, brought up a map of the world, and set it in front of her. “How’s this?”

She studied it for a moment, touched the screen, enlarging it. “I’m from here.” She pressed her finger to the screen. “Tango Key, in the Florida Keys.”

Well, so much for his alien theory. “That’s off the coast of Key West. How long did you live there?”

“A few days, then my parents moved to Cedar Key. I lived there until I was several weeks old.”

Several weeks. WTF. “What happened then?”

A chunk of broccoli floated into her mouth. She quickly chewed, swallowed it. “I was removed from my crib and taken elsewhere.”

“Where? And who took you?”

“I was…given to another couple. They’ve been my parents ever since.” She rubbed her eyes. “Except they sent me away. Back here.”

“Away from where?”

“Where I lived.”

“And where was that?”

Now she looked uncomfortable. “I…can’t remember. The longer I sit here, the more I realize how many memories I’m missing. The trip wiped out so many. All I’m sure of is that I was taken to new parents. Parents on another planet.”

WTF. Alien/hybrid? “But if you were born to human parents, how do you have such unusual abilities?”

Her hands now rested on the table, on either side of her plate and she raised her eyes to his. “They changed stuff about me. At least, that’s my understanding and I still remember some of that.” She paused. “Kirk, how many hearts do you have?”

“One, as far as I know.”

“I have two.”

As she said this, a surreal realization seized him. He could see this actual scene in his novel, a story beat called the catalyst, but in real time, it was happening way too soon in the story. It opened up all sorts of questions he couldn’t immediately answer like—beginning with—what the fuck was happening? Had he smoked too much weed last night? Had he suffered a stroke? Had he gotten fucked up on hallucinogenics?

He didn’t think so, but he honestly couldn’t remember much of anything except staring at a blank screen and struggling to write something that would begin to fill it.

This place in the woods on Cedar Key had been built by his grandfather in the 1950s, when there wasn’t much of anything here on the island. He’d died when Kirk was barely a year old and his mother had inherited it. She’d refurbished it, modernized it, expanded it, even added two more bathrooms. Apparently, people in the 1950s, even those with large families, had been fine with just one bathroom. But not his mother.

He’d inherited the place when she had passed six years ago. It had become his writer’s haven.

His fifth novel, Leila, had been written here and last year it had become a bestseller and been optioned for a film. He’d returned here ten days ago in the hopes of recapturing that magic. But now it seemed like he was living it instead. The story had found him. WTF. How was he supposed to deal with any of this?

“Is the beating of the two hearts detectable in your wrists?” he asked.

“Yes.” She held her arms, hands turned toward the ceiling. “My left wrist registers the heart I was born with. The right registers the beat of the heart I was given. Go ahead, touch them.”

Kirk touched her left wrist first and glanced at his watch. By sixty seconds, the pulse of her own heart was 62. The pulse in her right wrist, of the heart she “was given,” registered 25. “Wow, the pulses are quite different.” His hand dropped away from her arm. It seemed he could still feel that slower pulse in the tips of his fingers. “So, okay, if you’re from another planet, what are you doing here? Why are you here?”

“I…got banished.” She paused. “I clearly remember that. At least I have that memory.”

“For what? And why here? To Cedar Key?”

“I think I was supposed to be on an island close to the city or town of Tango.”

“On a nearby island, there’s a small abandoned village that used to be called Tango. But it sank during a hurricane a decade or more ago.”

“How far is it from here?”

“A few miles.” He shrugged. “If you’re in a plane, you can see it right off the western coast, submerged. It looks like an underwater dune or something.”

“Did people perish?”

“No, the island had been evacuated by then.” He paused. “How old are you? In human years?”

“Wait. Hold on. I have questions, too, you know.”

That surprised him. It seemed backwards or something. After all, she was the one who had crashed here in an alien craft. “Sure, ask your questions. Glad to answer them.”

“So how are you seeing this, Kirk? I mean, if it were a story.”

Of all the things she might have asked, he hadn’t expected this particular question. Of course, he’d said he was a writer. But did she know he was novelist struggling to find his next bestselling story? “Back in 1963, Walter Tevis wrote The Man Who Fell to Earth. So, I’m seeing this as, uh, the woman who fell to Earth.”

“Tevis could’ve called it He Fell to Earth. Why did he need the man who fell to Earth? Wouldn’t the he imply that?”

“I don’t know.” Kirk had never thought about it. Never read anything about that particular detail.

“Was he an alien? This guy who fell to Earth?” she asked.

“A humanoid alien. His planet didn’t have enough water and he knew Earth had plenty of water so he came here in the hopes of shipping some back to his home planet.”

“The place where I was doesn’t have much water, either. I do remember that much. But I’m not here for any noble purpose. I’m here because I got banished, like I said, for asking the wrong question.”

“You’re not allowed to ask questions on this, uh planet where you were?”

“Not the kind of question I asked.”

“Which was what?”

“What am I? Who am I?”

“You were abducted from Cedar Key when you were just a baby.”

“Yes.” Her frown brought her large green eyes closer together. “My communicator said it was thirty years ago. But I don’t know…if that’s correct.”

“Do you have your communicator?”

“Yes.”

She reached into her pack and brought out a circular metal object and handed it to him. He held it in his palm and noticed the engraving on the top. Renie W. He opened it and the screen enlarged and showed a star-strewn sky. “Hello, what can I do for you?” The voice was distinctly female.

“How does this communicator work?” he asked.

“I’m Renie’s personal AI.”

“I suspect you have to ask the questions, Renie.”

“Where were you made?” she asked.

“In a factory on Tulia.”

Her eyes went to Kirk and he mouthed, Where is Tulia?

“Where is Tulia?” she asked.

An image appeared on the screen that didn’t mean anything to Kirk. Renie looked at him and apparently his bewilderment showed. “But where in the universe is it?” she asked.

“My programming can’t provide that information.”

Interesting, Kirk thought. “Lemme see if Google can help.”

On his phone, he tapped in abduction of Cedar Key infant and was shocked at the number of links. He clicked the first, from the Gainesville Sun on June 12, 1996.

What Happened to Renie Wilhelm?

 

On Cedar Key, on the evening of April 4, 1996, an infant vanished from her crib. Police believe she was abducted. But by whom and how remains a complete unknown.

That evening, Jazz Wilhelm, 33, put her daughter, Renie, to bed at 7:30, the usual time. She and her husband, Jim, had moved there recently and bought Cedar Key Stuff on Main Street. Once Renie is down for the night they watch TV for a while. “We usually hit the sack by 10,” Jazz says. “And we always stop by Renie’s room first.”
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