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PAUL WAS HEADING UPSTAIRS to his parents’ hotel suite so he could prepare for his matinee performance when a nondescript person accosted him in front of the vators. The stranger held up his handheld as if he were comparing Paul to a holo—or taking one. “Kid, are you Paul Harrison?”

Paul halted. “Yeah, why?” Was he being scouted by a talent agency or a director? Hope soared, then was dashed as he took in the stranger’s delivery uniform and the long, rectangular package under his arm. Unless the stranger was undercover, Paul wasn’t about to be discovered. 

“Here.” The delivery person thrust the package at him so fast Paul had to accept it in self-defense. “You’re supposed to give it directly to Dr. Joanna Lyon Harrison.”

“For Mom?” The white box bore no address labels. “Who’s this from?”

The guy shrugged. “I was just told to give this to Paul Harrison and tell him to give it directly to Dr. Joanna Harrison. I’m done here.”

“Wait! What’s inside?”

The stranger turned away before Paul had a chance to study his face. He glanced at the mirrored walls, trying to catch a last glimpse, but the delivery person darted between hotel guests and disappeared.

Paul stared at the box in his hands. Why make him give it to his mother when it would be easier to have the hotel staff bring it up to their suite? And what kind of courier service used unlabeled boxes and didn’t make the recipient leave a thumbscan on the receipt? Earth customs couldn’t have grown that lax since his last visit here, could they?

I’d better check what’s inside before giving it to Mom. It could be dangerous.

The box was loosely secured, as if the sender wanted him to open it—or someone had already tampered with it. Maybe it would be better to leave it alone.

“Hold the vator, Paul. What do you have there?”

He looked up as his mom approached. Her mouth was set in a frown, but dealing with Paul’s great-uncle would upset anyone sane enough not to be obsessed with TwenCen ancestor musicians. “Someone gave this to me for you.” He stared down at it again. “But it wasn’t a normal delivery service.”

She raised her eyebrows as she examined the box. Then she took her research-grade handheld out of her purse and waved it over the package. “No explosives, no microbial contamination. I guess we can look at it. Let’s take it to the suite first.”

Once inside their top-floor suite, Mom brought the box into the head—or rather, the bathroom, as it was called on Earth.  Paul watched from the hall as she turned the fan on, grabbed a towel, and used that to lift the lid off the box. The exhaust pulled a sickly-sweet scent into the air.

“I’ve never seen anything like this.” Mom showed him a dozen blue-purple roses. “Is this a joke? There’s a note.” She bent her head to read it; long black hair, mixed with a few strands of gray, hung over her face. “Can you believe it? Whoever sent this wants me to gene-tweak the roses so they’re completely blue.”

“Are you going to?”

She snorted. “Hell, no. Not when they present their projects like this.” She took a bottle of booze from the minibar and drenched the flowers in so much alcohol the box warped. “Call room service and have someone take this away. Have them bring extra trash bags.”

As Paul made the request, Mom sneezed. A moment later, he did too.

* * *
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A WEEK LATER, DURING the matinee performance of Hamlet, Paul shivered as he sat with King Claudius’s court during the play scene. He wasn’t getting sick again, was he? He’d recovered much faster than Mom and Cass had. Even RhinRid hadn’t been very helpful with this cold. Mom was still too sick to come to the theater, even though the small speaking part Paul had this season was his most important role with this professional troupe so far. Although the director, Ramirez, generally forbade recording performances, she’d made an exception today so Paul would be able to show his family his key scene later. He sat up straighter. Still two more acts before he got to speak. If his cold was making a comeback, he’d better take some medicine as soon as he left the stage, or else he’d cough or sneeze over other actors’ lines.

Once he exited with the rest of the king’s court, Paul headed to the greenroom down the hall. Crew members dashing around and setting up for the next scene made the backstage area an obstacle course. As he reached the hallway, a costume programmer yanked him off to the side. 

“You’re Paul Harrison, right?” she asked. “Your sister’s at the stage door. She says there’s a family emergency.”

He removed his face mesh. The holoprojector’s lining was sweaty, but the other side still displayed a stage-perfect version of his own face. “Just her? What’s wrong?”

“She was too upset to say.”

Frowning, Paul sprinted down the narrow corridor between the dressing rooms to the back of the theater. Cass peered through the security window. Mascara was streaked across her face, and auburn hair tumbled around her head. After he let her in, she clung to him so tightly her jacket became entangled in his costume holoprojectors.

“What’s wrong, Sis?” He strained his ears to follow the onstage dialogue. “Where’s Dad?”

She looked up at him, her blue eyes glistening. “Mom’s in the hospital.”

It took a few seconds for her words to sink in. Mom often joked that her only risk factor for a heart attack was two teenage kids. Even though she’d been feverish and tired and had trouble keeping her food down, that hadn’t stopped her from teleconferencing with colleagues or ordering personal supplies for their next year in space on the Sagan. How could she be in the hospital? “What happened?” 

Cass released him. “She was talking to the aunts when she said she had trouble catching her breath. Then she crumpled to the floor and passed out. When Dad couldn’t rouse her, he called an ambulance. He called the theater too, but he couldn’t get through to a live person. The ushers wouldn’t let me in or even take a message to you during the performance, so I came back here and pounded on the door.”

“How is Mom now? Can you check?” 

Cass pulled her handheld out of her purse and touched the screen a couple of times. Screams from the stage announced Polonius’s death. Paul still had two scenes before his next appearance. He shifted from foot to foot. The show had to go on, but if Mom was sick enough for Cass to come after him in the middle of a performance, he wasn’t sure what he should do.

Dad’s holo appeared next to an electronic map on a white wall. “Cass, did you find Paul?” 

“I’m here, Dad.” Paul twisted to get into the handheld’s viewing range. “How’s Mom?”

“Still in ICU, still unconscious.” Dad opened his mouth as if he were going to continue, then shut it again.

“What’s wrong with her?”

Dad tugged at his hair. “That’s the thing; they’re not sure. As soon as the doctors found out we’re staff on the Sagan, they assumed she picked up a contagious new virus on the other side of the wormhole, on TwenCen Earth. I tried to explain to them that Joanna hadn’t been down to the planet in years, and that the genetic samples we get in the lab are the same species our Earth had in the twentieth century. Everything is the same, so we can protect ourselves against infection. But they didn’t listen.”

Something about what Dad said sounded odd to Paul, but before he could figure out what it was, Cass asked, “So, you think she got sick from something here?”

“That’s the only thing that makes sense. I don’t know if the colds you and Cass had are related to her illness, but you did all get sick at the same time.”

“It was right after Mom got those weird roses,” Paul said.

Dad raised his eyebrows. “What weird roses?”

Had he forgotten, or had Mom never mentioned it? Paul, with unease eating at his stomach, told him about the strange deliveryman and the unlabeled flower box. Mom had examined it before opening it, but what if her handheld was wrong? What if they’d unleashed a plague? Then again, he and Cass only had colds, and they were almost over them. But he supposed they could still relapse...

“We’d better have you two looked at, just in case. Get here as quick as you can.”

He disconnected before Paul could remind him Hamlet wasn’t over yet. As Osric, Paul was the one who invited Hamlet to his final duel. Osric didn’t have any lines until the end, so maybe Ramirez, the director, could put someone else in the role without ruining the play. Between Mom being ill and missing another performance, this day was as shitty as the Sagan’s refuse tank.

Cass tugged at him. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Not yet. I have to talk to the director.”

“But what about Mom?”

Paul swallowed his frustration. It wasn’t Cass’s fault he couldn’t be two places at once. He put his hands on his sister’s shoulders and smiled at her, but she didn’t smile back. “Mom will be OK,” he told her. “They have more doctors and nurses down here than they do on the Sagan. Once they figure out what’s wrong, they’ll treat her faster than I can switch costumes. I’ll bet you ten credits she’ll be up and demanding to be released by the time we get there.” 

Cass’s mouth relaxed a fraction, but not any further. What kind of actor was he if he couldn’t convince his own sister everything would be all right?

“Well, the sooner we leave, the better,” she said.

Actors called for Hamlet. Paul’s entrance was coming up. “After the next scene.” He scooped up his holoprojectors. “Come back here and don’t get in anyone’s way.”

He rushed to the wings, but Ramirez wasn’t in sight. The rest of the king’s attendants were already in place, and they beckoned him over. It would be faster to make his appearance and get offstage than to explain the situation.

“Osric, your costume!” someone whispered. The other actors grabbed his holoprojectors and helped him put them back on. As soon as they were in place, the controller in his neckband recreated the holo of a teal-and-silver doublet with fitted sleeves over his plain T-shirt. Frothy lace cuffs matched his collar. The lower half of his costume—gray breeches and black boots— was still intact, so it didn’t need to be fixed. The actor playing the king gave him a stiff nod and swept onstage, with Paul and the other attendants a few steps behind him.

It was easy for Paul to keep a grave expression on his face as the king spoke with Rosencrantz and Hamlet. The deaths in the play seemed more real than ever, even if it was hard to put himself into his character’s frame of mind. As soon as King Claudius directed his attendants to search for Polonius’s body, Paul crossed the stage and exited. Ramirez strode up to him with Cass in tow. He hoped he wasn’t going to get into trouble for letting his sister come backstage.

“Harrison, I hear your mother’s been hospitalized,” Ramirez said.

He swallowed hard to maintain a professional demeanor. “Yeah. I can’t stay.”

Ramirez’s expression softened, and she patted his shoulder. “I’m sure your mom will be fine. I’ll have Al-Jaber take your part. Break a leg, Harrison.”

She headed toward the green room. Paul sighed, then removed his face mesh. If it were done when ‘tis done, then ‘twere well it were done quickly. It seemed bad luck to even think about the Scottish play in a theater during a performance, especially with Mom in the hospital. “Where did they take her, Cass?”

“The hospital on Winfrey.” 

“Be right back.”

Paul sprinted to the dressing rooms and grabbed his jacket, his handheld, and the case for his holoprojectors from his locker. A notice about his missed messages blinked at him, but he ignored it and requested an autocab. He tucked each holoprojector safely in its compartment, even though he wanted to rush. They were expensive and hard to get a license for, and he didn’t want to damage them. He made up the time by racing around to the front of the theater with Cass. Light fog made it difficult to see the path, and when a car pulled up, Paul waited for his handheld to confirm that this was his autocab before stepping forward.

Normally Paul enjoyed traveling around Chicago; since he only got to see it for six weeks every year, he never grew tired of the city. Now every block of skyscrapers and vertical farms, every throng of people at each intersection, even the monorail system running in its own lane, seemed to be another obstacle blocking him from the hospital. 

“Mom’s going to be fine,” he reassured his sister. “She’s a fighter. She doesn’t let anything or anyone get in her way....”

He sat up as he finally realized what Dad had said earlier. “Cass, did I hear Dad right when he said Mom hadn’t been down to the alternate Earth in years?”

“Yeah.” She twisted a lock of hair around her finger. “But does that mean she actually went there? She’s a geneticist, not a time traveler.”

“Maybe the travelers needed her to collect some DNA.”

“But their own people do that. Mom says the process is so simple we could do it.”

Paul shrugged. “Maybe this sample needed special handling.” One of the main goals of the Sagan’s crew, besides studying history, was to improve genetic diversity on their Earth by sampling endangered or extinct species, like bananas and honeybees. The honeybees alone had revitalized agriculture and justified the cost of the space program. It would make sense to have a geneticist take charge of a rare DNA sample so it wouldn’t be ruined. He decided he’d ask Mom if she really had visited the other Earth when she was better.

About ten minutes later, they arrived at the hospital. Dad stood alone in the lobby. “Are you sure you’re OK?”  he asked as he hugged Paul. “Maybe you should see a doctor too, in case this is something contagious.”

“It’s just a cold. Where’s Mom?”

“Still in ICU.”

“Is she any better?” Cass asked.

Dad shook his head. 

Paul’s stomach sank as if someone had increased the force of gravity. How could Mom still be sick? Every time he’d been ill, the doctors in the medical unit dropped samples of his blood into a couple of diagnostic chips and treated him a few minutes later. “Have they figured out what’s wrong with her? Did all their equipment get hacked, or are they all—”

“Enough.” Dad clamped his hand on Paul’s shoulder. “Her lungs are filling with fluid, but the doctors can’t figure out why.”

Shit. “Can we see her?”

“Yes, but you can’t go in her room. She’s still quarantined, and she’s on a ventilator.”

Dad led them down hospital halls that smelled faintly electric, like they’d been zapped with a sterilizer unit. The staff members they passed were too busy monitoring their handhelds or carrying medical supplies to say hello. After turning down a couple of corridors, Dad stopped at a window to a room. Paul stared at the woman inside lying motionless on the hospital bed. It took him a few seconds to recognize Mom with the tubes over her mouth.

Paul tapped on the window. “Mom? Can you hear me?”

She didn’t stir. Cass messaged Mom, but she didn’t reach for her handheld. Paul couldn’t tell if she was even awake.

A nurse checked his handheld and approached them. “You’re Joanna Harrison’s family?”

“How’s my mom?” Paul asked.

The nurse pursed his lips together. “We think it’s a viral infection, though we haven’t identified the species yet. Sequencing shouldn’t take much longer. We’ve given her a standard antiviral cocktail, so now we have to see how she responds. In the meantime, if we could get some more information from you...”

The nurse ushered all of them into an isolation room. After interviewing Paul and Cass, he asked for blood and skin samples, which they gave. He also wanted to know where they’d been since becoming sick. He frowned when Paul told him about performing at the theater. “That’s an epidemic just waiting to happen. It may be too late to quarantine you two, but the theater...I have to tell the doctors, stat.”

He hurried off without telling them if they could leave.

Oh, shit. How could this be real? How had his stupid little cold suddenly become the start of a plague? Paul could forget about working with Ramirez’s troupe next year—assuming no one else got sick because of him.

“Are they sure Mom has what we have?” Cass asked. 

Dad shrugged. “All three of you got sick at about the same time.”

“But Mom’s been sicker than either of us,” Paul said. He scowled at a poster demonstrating how to avoid spreading germs. 

“She’s not as young as you two.” Dad shook his head. “But she’s very healthy. There’s no reason to think she won’t recover.”

Paul checked the hospital’s website, but it didn’t list any information about Mom.

“They’ll only give you a patient’s status in person,” Dad said when he asked.

With nothing else to do but wait, Paul messaged his best friends, Yvonne and Scott, to let them know about his mother. To Yvonne, he added, “Please pray for her. I don’t know how.” It had worked for her own mother several years ago—at least, that’s what Yvonne claimed—so why not now?

Exchanging messages with Yvonne and Scott kept Paul occupied until a doctor arrived an hour later, struggling to keep the worry out of her expression. “I’m so sorry for the delay, Dr. Harrison,” she said to Paul’s dad. “We wanted to double-check the diagnosis.”

“How’s my wife?” Dad asked. “Did you identify the virus yet?”

The doctor’s frown deepened. “Do you and your wife work with mice or other rodents?”

“Not live animals, only DNA samples from all sorts of species.”

“But not viruses?”

Dad shook his head. 

“Then, you don’t know how she picked up a hantavirus?”

“What’s that?” Cass asked.

“A virus normally found in rodents. It can infect humans, but usually only through direct contact with rodents or rodent waste products. So Paul didn’t start an epidemic by appearing onstage today.” She turned to Paul and Cass. “We’ll test your samples for the virus, but since your symptoms were milder, I’ll be very surprised if it shows up in you two.”

Paul set his handheld on standby. “Can you cure it?”

She broke eye contact, staring at the same poster he’d studied earlier. “This strain is mutated. Our antivirals aren’t as effective against it. Plus, it’s more virulent than normal. If you’re right about when she was exposed, it’s progressed to the second stage very quickly. She’s now in what we call respiratory distress. Assuming she recovers, she may need a lung transplant.” 

Dad blinked for a couple of moments before saying, “I can arrange that. Joanna is part owner of Golden Helix. She used to work there, right before I met her.” His voice wavered. “They...they’ll have stem cells from her on standby. Never thought we’d need them so soon.”

Neither had Paul. All along he’d thought they’d just had colds. How could things have gotten so bad so quickly?  

The doctor took a deep breath. “You can sit with her if you like.”

They all nodded, and soon they were gathered in Mom’s room. Her eyes lit up briefly, but she couldn’t speak. Cass offered her handheld to her, but she didn’t take it. Dad crouched down next to her head and murmured to her for a few minutes, then retreated to the far corner of the room to make some calls. Paul couldn’t hear his conversation over the ventilation machine and Mom’s labored breathing. 

Paul sat next to her, unsure of what he should do. She’d closed her eyes; would it bother her if he talked to her? Maybe he should let her rest. It seemed too final to say he loved her, and anyway, she was too determined to let a measly little virus bring her down.

“You show that virus who’s boss, Mom.” He gripped her hand, trying to will strength into her. A wave of dizziness crashed over him, and he almost blacked out. “Tell it you’re going to tear it apart base by base if it doesn’t leave you alone.”

Cass smiled for an instant, but Mom didn’t respond.

They sat there without speaking until several lights on the machines turned red. As an alarm pounded in Paul’s ears, doctors and nurses poured into the room. Some of them bent over Mom and the machines, while others hustled Paul, Cass, and Dad out of the way.

“Just stabilize her,” Dad pleaded. “Golden Helix can have new lungs for her in two days—”

Paul strained to look at the red lights on the machines surrounding his mother, but he had no idea what they meant, other than bad. One doctor performed CPR, while another pulled out a cart of more equipment from the corner of the room. A nurse drew a blood sample and injected it into her handheld. She showed it to the second doctor; he pulled out sensors and plastered them all over Mom’s forehead. He even turned her head and stuck more sensors on the nape of her neck. 

What is he doing? Paul shivered. He had an urge to rush forward and grab Mom’s hand again, but Cass clung to him so tightly he couldn’t move.

Paul lost track of how long the doctors worked on his mother before the nurse drew and tested another blood sample. When she showed the results to the doctor, he beckoned Dad over. They conferred in whispers before the doctors broke off CPR and removed the equipment.

“Is Mom better?” Cass asked.

Dad returned and placed his hands on their shoulders. “Paul, Cassandra, there’s no easy way to say this.” He swallowed. “Mom’s lungs...just gave out. She can’t get enough oxygen in her system, and...all we can do is let her go.”

“No! You can’t!”

Paul took a couple of steps toward the bed, but Dad grabbed his arm before he could reach the medical team. 

“It’s in her living will, Paul.” His voice was rough, as if it hurt to say the words.

Paul suffered himself to be led away, but everything felt unreal, as if he were still on stage and witnessing a fake death. 
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PAUL TUGGED THE COLLAR of his new black suit, the wool scratching him like a hair shirt. He wished he was anywhere else instead of this powder-blue visitation room. It was too hot, and the perfumes the other attendees wore clashed with the flowers’ natural scents. Mom would have hated the cloying version of “Knowing,” a song written by her famous great-grandfather Sean Lyon, that the funeral director insisted on playing in her honor. But the two things that made him most uncomfortable were the bronze urn at one end of the room and the way his relatives stared at him. If he had a credit for every time someone told him, “You look so much like Sean did when he was your age,” he’d be richer than Great-Uncle Jack.

As if Paul’s thoughts were a summons, Great-Uncle Jack arrived, carrying a huge vase of white roses. They left a sickly-sweet odor in the air as Great-Uncle Jack proceeded to Mom’s urn and set the vase next to the arrangement of calla lilies Dad, Paul, and Cass had ordered.

Roses? Ugh! Didn’t anyone tell him how Mom died? Why didn’t he have the vase delivered? Paul watched his great-uncle bow his head. Is this just stage business? He and Mom never got along; he can’t be sorry she’s dead. Paul couldn’t observe Great-Uncle Jack’s face from where he stood, so he couldn’t gauge how sincere he was.

Great-Uncle Jack turned around, pinning him with a glance. Before Paul could seek shelter by talking to someone else, Great-Uncle Jack came over. “Hello, Paul.” His dark eyes gleamed. “How are you feeling?”

Paul glanced at the urn. Mom had always buffered him when he’d met with his great-uncle before. He blinked against the moisture prickling his eyes, hoping he’d scrubbed away all traces of the tears he’d shed earlier. He couldn’t show weakness now.

“You miss her, don’t you, even if you don’t want to admit it,” Great-Uncle Jack continued. “You don’t have to look at me like that; I was a teenager too. None of us Lyons are good at showing our emotions.”

“I’m an actor. I can show all sorts of emotions: anger, joy, sorrow, fear....” Paul put on a dopey grin, caught his grandfather’s shocked stare, and let his face revert back to neutral. 

“I’m not talking about acting.” Great-Uncle Jack draped an arm over his shoulders and tugged him towards the hall. “You need to express your deepest feelings.”

“Then I’d like to find out how she got exposed to that stupid virus.” Was it those ugly roses? And why didn’t Cass and I get so sick, even though we did have the same virus? Why didn’t I get rid of those flowers before Mom saw them? It’s all my fault....

Great-Uncle Jack paused to study a holo showing angels carrying people into clouds. When he looked at Paul again, his expression seemed more mask-like than a face mesh did. “It was an occupational hazard. Why don’t you take your mind off of things for a while and stay on Earth? There’s plenty of room in my penthouse. You could have all the latest stuff and go anywhere you want.” His grip on Paul’s shoulder tightened. “What do you say?”

Paul’s heart beat faster at the idea. After leave on Earth, the Sagan always seemed too confining. Once he turned eighteen, he’d have complete freedom. He’d have a lot more acting opportunities with Ramirez’s troupe; maybe he could even audition for a holo....

But Mom wouldn’t be there; she’d never accompany him to an audition or attend one of his performances again. There’d always be an empty seat in the audience where she should be. How could he think about acting or having fun on Earth when she hadn’t been laid to rest yet? 

Paul sighed, but he shook his head. “Thanks for the offer. It sounds great, but Mom would want me to stay with Dad and Cass.”

“You’re old enough to make your own choices. You can do whatever you want—even if Jo wouldn’t approve.” Great-Uncle Jack lowered his voice and drew Paul near, like a conspirator. “I can give you more freedom on Earth than you’ll ever get in that cramped old spaceship.”

Freedom. The word made Paul’s skin burn. Or was it the light in Great-Uncle Jack’s eyes, the way his touch felt more like a cage than a chance to escape? 

Paul drew away. “No, I’m going with my family.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.” 

“I thought as much, but I had to ask. It’s OK.” Great-Uncle Jack frowned. “If your family means so much to you, why don’t you write a little tribute for your mother?”

“Me, write something?” Paul swallowed. He couldn’t write anything with such sweeping majesty as a Shakespearian sonnet. “I don’t know where I’d start. I mean, I know the rhyme scheme, but fourteen lines aren’t enough.”

“That’s a short song.”

“Song? I guess you could put a sonnet to music, but I don’t know how to do that.”

“It’s in your genes. You could do it if you wanted to.”

Paul groaned; he’d inherited Mom’s long-standing argument with her uncle. “No one cares about Great-great-whatever Sean anymore!”

“Everything comes back to him.” Great-Uncle Jack narrowed his eyes. “When will you accept that?”

“Why should I? Mom always said I had choices. Some bastard took her from me, but you can’t take that.” Paul’s throat seemed to thicken; he had to use a stage voice to force the words out. “I’m sick of hearing about Sean Fucking Lyon. Leave me alone.”

The room was silent; everyone else stared at him with shocked faces. Unwilling to let any audience cow him, Paul glared back. They all looked away. Several people moved aside as he left, but no one stopped him, not even Dad.

Paul’s inner strength melted when he stepped outside. He sagged against the black iron railing by the stairs. Below him, fresh green grass and yellow flowers taunted him with their exuberance. How could anything be normal or joyful again?

This is all my fault. The package of flowers was long gone, so it was impossible to test it and prove it was the source of the hantavirus. But where else could it have come from? Paul knew better than to accept unmarked packages from strangers; he should have thrown it away before Mom ever had a chance to see it.

An autocab pulled up in front of the funeral home. Aunt Lizabeth and Aunt Livia stepped out—they’d worked with Paul’s parents for so long they were like family. Paul’s best friend Scott emerged next and waved, but it was the last passenger, Scott’s sister, who captured Paul’s attention. Yvonne. Holos of her weren’t as beautiful as she was in person. The slight breeze caressed her hair as if it were strands of silk. Her ankle-length black dress followed the Neo-Raphaelite style with a flowing skirt, a welcome change from her normal shirt and jeans.

Despite everything, a half-smile usurped control of Paul’s lips. Here was a silver lining for this dark day. It wasn’t the right time to recite Yvonne’s favorite poem, but he straightened up and refastened his jacket. 

Head bowed, Yvonne ascended the stairs, looking at him only when she reached the top. Her green eyes were vivid against her light brown complexion. “Paul, I’m so sorry about your mom. If only she could have had a miracle like my own mom did. We should have held a prayer circle.”

She didn’t say, “I bet you wouldn’t have fallen asleep during that one,” but a flicker in her eyes suggested she was thinking it. She’d harassed him enough about it over the last four years.  Today, though, she seemed to have softened a little toward him. The time wasn’t right to pursue her, but maybe he could build on her change of heart for later.

Paul nodded. “Mom would have appreciated the thought.” Mom had been agnostic, and Paul wasn’t sure what he was, but he would go along with Yvonne’s beliefs if that made her happy. 

“What exactly happened to Aunt Jo? Mom Lizabeth said they have to go through all of the DNA samples in the lab to make sure they’re not contaminated.”

They wouldn’t be. Paul was sure of it. He turned his head away.

“I guess you’re not ready to talk about it yet.” She reached out to touch his arm, then drew back before they could connect. “Are you going to have counseling sessions with Dr. Stern?”

“She’s not going to get me on a couch. I’d rather you do that.”

Even as he spoke, he realized it was the wrong thing to say. Why couldn’t speech come with an Undo function? 

Yvonne’s face flushed. “Is that all you ever think about, Paul Harrison?” She put a hand over the gold cross sheltered between her breasts. “I’m not going to be another notch on your bedpost. I’m going to wait for the person I want to share my life with. And that person is not going to be someone who makes crude comments every nanosecond.”

She stalked into the funeral home. Paul let out a sigh.

Scott shook his head as he came up to him. He wasn’t bad-looking for a guy, especially after he’d trimmed his tight curly hair close and added a tan on top of his already dark skin. Still, he was no Yvonne. 

“What did you do now?” Scott asked.

“Put my foot in my mouth again.”

“Yeah, that’ll do it.” He looked away. “I’m sorry about Aunt Jo. How’s Cass doing?”

“She’s hiding behind her holorecorder.” Paul shuddered. “Not that we need to remember this.”

Scott studied him for a moment, then reached out and squeezed his shoulder. “I’ll go keep her company,” he said, and left.

Paul shook himself. Scott seldom touched him anymore, not after announcing a couple of years ago he was bi. He’d probably just meant to offer comfort, especially if he was so eager to see Cass.

Scott’s moms came over to hug Paul, but he resisted their attempts to usher him inside. After they left, his thoughts returned to his mother. Had his mom’s illness been an accident, or deliberate?

The door behind him swished open. “There you are,” Dad said. “I know Mom used four-letter words herself, but did you have to swear at her funeral?”

“What about Great-Uncle Jack? Is it OK for him to harass me about Sean when Mom hasn’t even been laid to rest yet?”

“He did?” Dad’s bloodshot eyes narrowed. “What did he say?”

“He thinks I can write music just because I’m descended from ‘the great Sean Lyon.’ Ha! Great-Uncle Jack’s got more of Sean in him than I do, and he bombed as a musician.”

Dad gave him an odd look. “That’s not quite true....”

“Jack’s holos are still on the Net, Dad.” Paul cringed at the memory. “He’s horrible!”

Dad’s expression brightened. “Yeah, he is pretty awful. Your grandfather Ian told me once Jack would have rather inherited Sean’s musical genius instead of his credits. That’s why he pushed all the other Lyon descendants into music, thinking one of them would be talented enough to match Sean. Your mother came closest, but she hated anything to do with music or Sean.” His smile faded. “What else did Jack say to you?”

“He asked me if I wanted to stay on Earth and live with him.”

“Absolutely not,” Dad said, as commanding as Mom had been. “I know what he wants, and Jo thought it was the worst thing possible for you.”

“What’s that?”

“Not now.” Dad put his arm around his shoulder. “We’d better get inside so we can start the funeral.”

Mom’s funeral. The thought of staring at her urn again made Paul want to run to the other side of the planet. Instead, he took a deep breath and let Dad shepherd him up the stairs. He had to endure this for her, but afterward, he’d have to question Dad about the things Mom had been keeping from him.

* * *
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PAUL AND CASS SAT WITH Yvonne and Scott at the funeral lunch, which was at Mom’s favorite Chinese restaurant. Although they hadn’t seen each other in person during leave, only Scott wanted to talk. He told them he’d been accepted into next year’s quantum computing program at the University of Mumbai—one of the premier research locations on the subject—but that was all Paul understood before Scott descended into technobabble. Paul wanted to apologize to Yvonne for his earlier comment, but they had no privacy—not from their friends, and not from Dad or Great-Uncle Jack. They sat on opposite sides of the restaurant as if they were playing tug-of-war with him.

Paul had just read his fortune cookie—“When ignorance is bliss, it’s folly to be wise”— before Dad sent him a message: “Your grandfather arranged for us to use his private plane. We’re headed back to the Sagan immediately.”

Paul glanced over at Cass, who had a disbelieving look on her face. “Did you read Dad’s message?”

“Yeah. What on Earth is he thinking? We still have five days before the Sagan breaks orbit. I haven’t even packed!”

Paul replied back to Dad, “What about Hamlet? The show runs for two more days. I’ve missed so many performances already.”

Dad’s response came back in less than a minute. “I’m sure the director will understand.”

Or she might not let me audition next year. Great-Uncle Jack’s offer sounded even more tempting. If Granddad had suggested he stay with him, Paul would have agreed. 

Paul’s handheld beeped with another message. This one was from Great-Uncle Jack. All it said was, “I can explain this,” but it came with two attachments: a 2D photo and a normal holo.

Scott pointed to the photo projected onto the center of the table. “Is that from the TwenCen?” 

“Who is it?” Yvonne asked at the same time. “He looks an awful lot like you.”

A teenage boy in a plaid shirt played a guitar very much like the ones Mom and Dad had. In front of him was a pole with a huge microphone. Paul had never seen this photo before, but he recognized the boy’s long, thin nose and narrow cheekbones. Most of his relatives on Mom’s side shared some or all of those features, as did he.

“This must be Sean,” Paul said. Mom had shown him a photo of Sean once, but he had had a long beard and glasses in that one. He looked both strange and familiar in this photo, almost too familiar, like looking in the mirror.

After catching Scott and Yvonne glancing back and forth between him and the photo, Paul turned off the image. He didn’t want to see it anymore either; it made his stomach churn. 

The holo was slightly more bearable: the Elvii Twins in concert. Blond Aaron strummed a guitar while dark Elvis twisted his hips and sang. They weren’t quite in time, making Paul wince. Cass, however, smiled for the first time that day and leaned closer, singing along as she stared hungrily at Elvis. Even Yvonne appeared entranced by the performance. Paul and Scott glanced at each other and shook their heads; no way an ordinary guy could compete with the mystique of legendary clones.

As Paul said goodbye to his relatives, a bodyguard shadowed him. Cass got to mingle on her own. Why were they more worried about him than her? He was older; he could take better care of himself. Scott gave Paul a questioning look, one Paul could only answer by pointing at his handheld as a promise to tell him more later.

Paul caught up with his dad as they left. “Why are we leaving so soon, Dad?”

“Wait until we’re on the Sagan.”

Another bodyguard inspected Granddad’s limo before permitting them to enter. Paul tried to sit next to Dad, but the bodyguard gestured him to another seat toward the back. Cass listened to her beloved Elvii Twins while skimming a website devoted to Mother Goddesses—what had inspired that? Granddad and Dad pulled out a bottle of scotch, downing their first drinks in less than a minute. 

“Are you still planning to make donations to the International Spacefaring Association?” Dad asked him.

“It hasn’t been a good year for investments. My advisors want me to keep my credits on Earth.”

“Pity.” Dad scowled. “I hear the ISA gets that same answer from everyone these days.”

Paul tuned them out and spent the rest of the limo ride and the following jet trip researching his mother’s life. He found plenty of incomprehensible scientific articles she’d written; however, none of them dealt with the hantavirus or rodents. That was about all he could interpret from the jargon. Mom had joined a couple of organizations to promote scientific literacy, and Paul found an old interview of her in college complaining that just because she was a Lyon didn’t mean she wanted to be a musician. None of it explained where the hantavirus had come from. 

Two hours later, they arrived at the spaceport. A heavyset guard Paul hadn’t seen before beckoned them over and took their handhelds. He sped through the ID check and retinal scans for Dad and Cass but did a double-take at Paul’s handheld. “Paul Lyon Harrison?” He grinned like a hacker ready to release a virus; his breath stank of raw onions. “Open your carisak. Random spot check.”

Paul kept the irritation off of his face as the guard pawed through his carisak. Sometimes guards confiscated things for the slightest reason.

“What do we have here?” The guard pulled Paul’s case of holoprojectors out and opened it. A few fingernail decals fell out, and Paul scooped them up. “Acting holoprojectors? Did you steal them, boy?”

“I’m an actor; I’m authorized for them. Here, I can show you the license.” Paul reached for his handheld, but the guard refused to let it go.

“An actor?” He sneered. “I’ve never seen you in any holos.”

“You haven’t been looking closely enough. Someday, I’ll be the star.”

“Sure, probably on one of them courtroom holos as a defendant. You’d better come with me for further questioning.”

“Paul’s not going anywhere,” Dad said. “His holoprojectors are registered. I’ll call the manufacturer and have them confirm it.”

Granddad whispered to his bodyguard, who stepped forward, moving as smoothly as steel. Although he was the same height as the security guard, he seemed more dangerous.

“It’s very important that Mr. Lyon’s grandson makes it onto the shuttle,” the bodyguard said. “He wants to know if there’s any reason for this delay.”

The security guard looked confused. “He does? But I thought....”

“Thought what?”

“That...that I should be thorough. Here.” He shoved Paul’s things back at him. “I’m done. You can go.”

Paul rushed through the checkpoint before someone else detained him. The bodyguard made a big show out of staring at the security guard’s ID before following the others.

Dad glanced at Granddad. “That was fast.” 

“Credits move faster than light,” Granddad said. “Do you have to go through any other checkpoints?”

“Just another ID and retinal scan while they inspect our bags.”

“Call me if you have any more problems.” 

“We shouldn’t; there are enough people here who know us. Once we leave orbit, we should be fine.” 

Granddad gave each of them a long hug. “I hate seeing all of you leave for another year, but it’s for the best. I’ll have your belongings packed and sent up.” He hugged Paul again. “Remember, if there’s anything I can do for you, just message me. No matter how long it takes me to get it, I’ll respond as soon as possible.”

After a final inspection and weigh-in of their carisaks and another ID check, Dad led them past the boarding area for the space planes. Cass halted. “Do we have to take Jacob’s Ladder? I hate that thing!”

Paul did too, but not as much as Cass. The space elevator was mostly used for transporting cargo up to the space station where the Sagan was docked. There were a few sections with life support, more for restocking the gardens or fish tanks than for bringing up people. The last time Paul and his family had ridden in the space elevator was two years ago, when one of the space planes failed a safety test. Sitting in a dimly-lit box the size of his bedroom for twenty hours was the worst way he’d ever traveled.

“We can leave the spaceport faster this way,” Dad said. “It won’t be so bad this time. It’ll only be us in there, so we’ll have more room.” 

“Can’t we at least wait for the space plane?”

“I’m sorry, but no.”

Cass, who had held up like a trooper the past few days, started to cry. She looked more like twelve than sixteen, and Paul put down his carisak to comfort her.

Dad stroked Cass’s hair. “If you’re really not up for it, maybe Dr. Stern will authorize some tranquilizers so you can sleep. I’ll email her.”

After a few minutes, Cass nodded her head, still sniffing.

“Paul, what about you?”

“I’m too wound up to sleep.”

“Then maybe you should take something too. The last few days have been hard on all of us.”

Dad insisted they stick together as they visited the on-site medical unit, then a convenience store to pick up extra meals, bottles of water, blankets, and inflatable pillows. He didn’t relax until they reached the shaft for the space elevator. The technician on duty signaled them to get ready; once the door slid open, they had only a few seconds to scramble inside before the space elevator resumed its glacial climb. At least this box had a chemical toilet in one corner; the last time, they hadn’t had one. Other than that, the box was featureless, without even straps to secure themselves.

Cass took a sleeping pill and curled up in a corner, replaying the latest Elvii Twins holo. Paul refused his own pill. Once Cass’s breathing became even, Paul said, “No one else is here, Dad. Now can you tell me what’s really going on?”

Dad sighed. “We had to come back to the ship early because Ian and I thought Jack might try to abduct you.”

“Abduct me? But I told him I didn’t want to live with him. Why does he want me so much?”

“He’s...he’s got too much invested in you.”

Paul snorted. “Invested in me? What does he think I am, stock?”

Dad didn’t smile, not even a flicker of one. Maybe it was too soon for humor. Or maybe his attempt at a joke was more true than he’d realized. Great-Uncle Jack always paid more attention to Paul than to Cass—lucky Cass.

“How come he insists on seeing me every time we return to Earth?” Paul had asked his mom that question before and always gotten vague answers. Maybe now Dad would tell him something different.

“This isn’t a good time to talk about it.” Dad took his handheld out of his pocket but didn’t turn it on.

“Why not?” Paul gestured at the metal walls. “What else are we going to do while we’re stuck here?”

“I have a lot of reading to catch up on. And we both need sleep.”

“How do you expect me to sleep when you won’t give me any answers?”

Dad turned a bleak face to him. “Paul, this has been one of the worst days of my life. Please don’t make it any worse—for either of us.” The tips of his ears turned red as he stared at his handheld.

Paul silently watched him for a couple of moments. Part of him agreed with his father; it had been an awful day, and if the news was that bad, maybe it could wait. But Dad had inadvertently confirmed whatever it was would be bad. Distraction was impossible now.

He drew his knees up to his chin as he thought. The space elevator lurched occasionally, but it ran so quietly all he could hear were snores from Cass and a sporadic click from Dad’s handheld. Why would Great-Uncle Jack want him so desperately? Why should he care about Paul so much? He was so obsessed with Sean Lyon it seemed impossible for him to have room in his mind for anything else. Unless...Paul was linked to Sean somehow? They were several generations apart; Jack himself was closer to Sean than Paul was. Besides, Cass was also Sean’s descendant, so that didn’t fit with Jack’s ignoring her. He still badgered Mom about music—well, he had—so it couldn’t be because Cass was a girl. 

Paul remembered the photo and holo Great-Uncle Jack had sent him. What did the Elvii Twins have to do with him anyway? The Elvii Twins were clones of a TwenCen rock star like Sean Lyon. Someone had traveled on the Sagan through the wormhole and into the alternate universe to get Elvis Presley’s DNA. Mom had worked on the Sagan since before Paul was born, and Dad had said she’d gone down to TwenCen Earth at least once. Paul looked a lot like Sean.... 

What the hell? No. It can’t be true—can it?

Feeling as if he’d forgotten his most important line in the middle of a performance, he asked, “Dad, am I...am I Sean Lyon’s clone?”
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Chapter Three

––––––––
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DAD DROPPED HIS HANDHELD and sagged against the wall. The box was cool, but sweat beaded his forehead. He looked exhausted but relieved, as if the lies had burdened him for years.

“Yes, Paul,” he said. “You have all of Sean’s DNA, even some of his mitochondria. But that doesn’t make you him.”

It didn’t matter how Dad described it. Everything Paul thought he knew about himself and his family was wrong. 

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me before?”

Cass stirred. 

Paul didn’t need his little sister learning what he was. “Stay down!” he whispered. Holding his breath, he stared at Cass until she rolled onto her stomach. Dad shut off her handheld, leaving the blowing of the air recycler the only sound in the box.

“I never thought I’d be the one telling you,” Dad said. “Jo planned to do it when you turned eighteen. She had a hard enough time growing up a Lyon; she didn’t want you burdened with being Sean’s clone.”

“Then maybe they shouldn’t have cloned him to begin with.”

Paul turned his head away, but Dad put his hand on Paul’s shoulder. “Jo was against it from the start. That’s why she became your mother.”

“Huh?” Paul looked at Dad—or the man he’d always thought was his dad—again. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“I guess I’d better start from the beginning.” Dad pulled out the tranquilizers again. “Are you sure you don’t want to take one now? You’ve had an awful lot of shocks the last couple of days.”

It was tempting to numb his emotions away, but Paul shook his head. Ramirez had always coached him to open himself up to life, to let himself feel everything. He wondered if she’d ever sat in a chilly metal box, stomach churning with unpleasant truths.

“Here, eat something.” Dad pulled out a sandwich and a can of Paul’s favorite soda, pressing them into his hands. He adjusted the thermal sensors woven into Paul’s shirt as if he were still too young to do it himself.

“When I first met your mom, she’d already been hired by her uncle to retrieve Sean’s DNA—”

“But you said she was against it. And she hated Great-Uncle Jack, or did that happen later?”

“Let me tell the story. Jo had more chip than shoulder when I first met her. Her parents divorced when she was young, and she saw very little of your granddad when she was growing up. She blamed him for everything, even when her mom developed TransAIDs.” 

“Granddad didn’t help?” It seemed so unlike the man Paul knew.

“Jo didn’t ask.”

That was very like Mom.

Dad gestured for him to eat. “She was also bitter toward Jack because he’d tried to make her become a musician when she was a teenager. She loved science, especially since it made her different from Sean. Anyway, shortly after the Sagan survived its first passage through the wormhole and found the alternate TwenCen Earth, people realized they could harvest genes from organisms long gone from our Earth. From there, it was only a short step to cloning famous people, like creating Cass’s favorite Elvii Twins from Elvis Presley. That gave your great-uncle the idea to clone Sean.”

Paul spit out his sandwich. “You mean I owe my life to him?” He wasn’t normal, his parents weren’t who he’d always thought they were...that fortune cookie at lunch had been right after all.

“Jack doesn’t own you, Paul. No one does.” Dad’s gaze pierced him. “He couldn’t have done it without your mom. Sean’s genes are dominant in his descendants, and Jo could pass for his cousin. And she did. When she visited the other Earth, he wasn’t a star yet, so she was able to meet him, stay at his house, and steal a DNA sample while he slept.”

Dad paused for a long swig of water.

Paul longed to ask him what had happened after that. Instead, he said, “I still don’t understand why she did it if she was against it.”

“At the time, Jo wasn’t getting support from Ian, and she couldn’t afford to go to grad school. When she told me how many credits Jack had offered her, my jaw hit the floor. If she
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