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IT WAS THE LARGEST bouncy house in the world. Five stories high, each level—all with unique themes—strong enough to support parents along with their kids. Jo’s dad had recommended it as something Paul and Cassie would enjoy. How often did two spaceship-bound kids get the chance to experience something dedicated to childhood? But as Jo stared at the entrance, thronged with families, its gaudy colors reminded her of a clown: cheerful but menacing.

It has to be fine, she reassured herself. I wasn’t expecting it to be this big. It would be so easy for the kids to get lost or separated, and here on Earth they could disappear, never to be found....

Cassie dropped her stuffed dinosaur and wailed. As Jo retrieved it, Paul, already set to make her worst fears come true, sprinted for the entrance.

“Paul, come back here! We haven’t paid yet!”

He ignored her. Time to use the Mommy Voice. “Paul Lyon Harrison, get back here before I count to three, or we’re leaving! One...two....”

He circled back, gazing up at her with a smile and soulful blue eyes. Sean’s eyes. Even at five, Paul possessed their legendary ancestor’s cockiness. Jo had known Sean’s clone would be difficult, but she hadn’t expected him to be so rebellious so soon. Why had she ever thought herself capable of raising him?

Because Uncle Jackass could never love Paul for who he is, only for whom he’s cloned from. Only yesterday at their annual, carefully supervised meeting, Uncle Jack kept quietly referring to Paul as “the project,” staring at him like he was the one thing all his credits couldn’t buy. Jo ground her teeth together. Her uncle might have made Paul’s existence possible by sponsoring her trip to Sean’s universe, but she’d been the one to nurture Paul into his own independent person. And she’d give everything to keep him that way.

Pushing down an urge to squeeze her son—she couldn’t mix affection with discipline—Jo told him, “Take off your shoes and put them in the cubby, please.” She kicked off her own, then knelt to assist Cassie.

Paul obeyed the first part of her instructions, then said, “I can’t reach that high.”

“I know you can. The chocolate chip cookies in Grandpa’s pantry were up much higher.”

“I had to get the cookies,” he stated matter-of-factly. “I didn’t want the ice cream. It was vanilla, and I hate vanilla.”

Poor kid; he was still upset that his childhood sweetheart had thrown ice cream at him during his birthday party. It was sad and funny at the same time, but he’d get over it someday. “Yes, but you should have asked first instead of just taking them....”

Cassie had taken advantage of the distraction to wander off. Panic clenched Jo as she searched for her. What if she got lost, or hurt, or...? Her heart resumed beating when she saw her three-year-old daughter pressed up against a counter filled with candy and cheap toys. “Me want!” Cassie protested as Jo dragged her back to where she’d left Paul.

“Not now, Sweetie.” 

Fortunately, Cassie’s temperament was mellower than her brother’s, and she settled down. Somehow Jo managed to wrangle both children to the ticket booth and trade an obscene amount of credits for three matching paper bracelets. 

What a low-tech security system. There’s got to be a better way to keep families together in this madhouse. She wished George had been able to come with her instead of meeting with his relatives to discuss how to care for his parents.  If she’d gone with him, both children would have been bored into trouble before ten minutes passed. Cassie and Paul were better off coming here instead, even if she had to handle two children by herself in such a crowded place. She hoped they’d be too exhausted to act up during her meeting with the lab supply rep later. 

I’m too used to knowing everyone on the Sagan by sight. No child molesters or kidnappers can come near here without setting off an alarm. We’ll be fine...I hope.

Still, she couldn’t help but grasp both children’s hands tightly as they passed through a tunnel to the play area.

* * *
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ONCE INSIDE, JO FELT like she’d stepped into a giant balloon. Everywhere she looked, unnatural colors assaulted her. Toddlers and teenagers shrieked as they bounced, threw soft balls at each other, climbed, slid, and performed gymnastic feats she’d thought only professional athletes could achieve. She couldn’t help grinning herself as the floor undulated, making her dance to avoid falling on a child. This was more fun than she’d expected. Too bad her own parents had never bothered to bring her to a place like this. At least she could give Paul and Cassie—and her own inner child—the experience.

Paul and Cassie seemed to enjoy the bouncy house too. Giggling, they threw themselves down, got up, and repeated the process as if they were miniature scientists running an experiment. The three of them made their way from room to room on the first floor, avoiding infants, squeezing through forests of inflated blocks, and crawling through tunnels. Plastic squeaked beneath their socks. Finally they dove into a ball pit bigger than their family suite on the Sagan. As Cassie and Paul threw balls at each other, Jo recorded holos to share later with George and Dad.

Without warning, Paul dove next to her. “Let’s bury Mommy!”

The things I do for these kids. Jo obligingly knelt and remained still as her children scooped balls over her. As soon as they covered her head, she rose from the ball pit, extending her arms and groaning like a monster. Mock screams rewarded her play. Hoping to surprise Paul and Cassie, she used the balls to screen her as she tunneled a few feet away from them.

* * *
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PAUL HOPED THEY WOULD never leave this fun place. The colors, the toys, the kids—he’d never seen anything like this! Everywhere he looked, there was something new to try. The only thing he didn’t like was all the big kids. He was the oldest one on the spaceship, but the bigger kids scared him a little. Part of him wanted to cower, but the other part of him wanted to tag along after them. Three boys climbed up a ladder to the next floor. What was up there? Mom wasn’t looking, so Paul followed them.

* * *
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JO RESURFACED WITH arms extended and a monster-like shriek, but neither Cassie nor Paul was paying any attention to her. Perhaps she’d moved too far from them, or gotten herself turned around. Cassie wasn’t even looking in her direction, but toward one of the stairs. As for Paul...he wasn’t in the ball pit.

Ice formed in Jo’s stomach. She waded toward her daughter. “Cassie, where did Paul go?”

Cassie turned around, a confused expression on her face. “Mama?”

“Yes, sweetie, it’s me. Where’s your brother?”

“Mama!” She pointed toward the corner she’d been staring at. What, did Cassie think Jo had been hiding over there?

“He should know better than to leave me in a place like this. Especially in a place like this. When I get my hands on him...”

“Mama?”

“Come on. Let’s go find your brother.”

She shepherded Cassie toward the stairs, bellowing, “Paul! Paul Lyon Harrison! Where are you?” as loudly as she could manage.

He didn’t answer.

I’m going to spank that child so hard he won’t be able to sit down for a week when I find him. I better find him. Of course I’ll find him. He probably just wandered off to keep playing. I shouldn’t be so paranoid....

But it was hard to be calm when Jo knew how desperately her uncle wanted to mold Paul into a copy of their famous ancestor. She wouldn’t put it past him to use this incident against her to claim custody of her son. Jo ground her teeth. Uncle Jackass would never learn Paul got lost from her. She’d find him if she had to climb five stories while carrying a toddler.

* * *
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AT FIRST, PAUL STRUGGLED with the steps, but when he saw other kids grabbing rope handles on the side, it became much easier. Still, by the time he reached the second floor, the older boys he’d followed were out of sight. He approached another couple of boys, but they laughed at him and ran away. There were groups of girls—yuck!—and kids with their parents, but none of them seemed interested in playing with him. Suddenly the bouncy house wasn’t so fun anymore.

Paul headed back to the steps he’d climbed, but he couldn’t go back down that way; too many other people were climbing up. How was he supposed to get back to Mom? She was going to be angry when he returned. He listened for her voice, but so many other kids were screaming and laughing he couldn’t hear anything else. 

I want to go home, back to the spaceship. He was used to its sounds and quiet colors, not this noisy place. He wanted to sit down and cry, but he was a big boy now, not like his baby sister. What was he supposed to do? He didn’t know.

“Paul? Paul Harrison?”

That was his name! Mom must not be too mad at him if she hadn’t used his middle name. But she didn’t sound quite like Mom....

“Paul! Over here!”

Mom appeared at the top of the ladder he’d used. An instant later, she stood on the bouncing floor, Cassie in her arms. Maybe she’d climbed so fast it had made her voice sound strange. Feeling more relieved than he’d admit, Paul ran to her.

“Paul, I’m so glad I found you.” She smiled, but she fussed with Cassie instead of pulling him to her or ruffling his hair. At least she wasn’t upset at him. Why wasn’t she upset with him? Every time he ran off, she yelled at him to come back. Her calm made him feel off balance inside.

Mom set Cassie down; his sister sat there, staring as if the bouncy house overwhelmed her. Then Mom pulled something out of her pocket. “Here, I need to put a new wristband on you.” 

“Why?” He hadn’t taken the other one off.

“There’s a problem with the old one.”

“What kind of problem?”

“I don’t know; they didn’t tell me.” 

Before he could ask another question, she grabbed his arm and tried to rip off his wristband.  She pulled too hard, but she didn’t stop, even when he yelled, “Ow!” Her expression didn’t change.

This isn’t like Mom at all. Even when she was mad at him, she didn’t try to hurt him. And Cassie still hadn’t moved, like both of them had become something different in the couple of minutes he’d been away from them. Paul’s heart beat faster. He didn’t know what to do. Everyone else here was a stranger, and now Mom was acting like a stranger too.

When she’d finished changing his wristband, she said “Come on, let’s get going.”

This was more like Mom. “Where?” Maybe she wanted to show him something.

“No, home.”

Home? To the Sagan? Mom had said earlier they still had a couple of weeks left on Earth. Did she mean the hotel? Even if she did, Paul didn’t want to leave yet. He’d only seen part of the bouncy house. He shook his
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