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    Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the Lord comes.And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers.


Malachi 4:5-6a ESV
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FRIDAY, JANUARY 14, 2084 

Flashes of a claustrophobic white tube haunted Gloria Patri Fowler Cruz. The Old West empty street she stood on was from her favorite Virtual Reality cartoon but it looked almost real. She should’ve been watching a real video of Earth at school with her sister. Instead she was at the hospital clear in New Plymouth, Xanthe Outpost’s capital and Mars’ largest city. Here, a whole 12,000 colonists weren’t dead yet.

It was normal for her head to hurt a little. Earlier, it’d hurt a lot, but why had that gotten her sent to a scary tourist trap? Earthers with cancer came here for miracles and got death instead.

Her head throbbed despite the medicine shot straight into her veins. She squinted in Cartoon Earth’s strong sunlight. Her being in the hospital made no sense. What would make sense was skipping school to play with Pa.

Who’d pay for this VR session, her fraternal twin? Her sister would be so mad. Their people rationed energy and used their energy rations as money. Federica—pronounced Fe-de-ri-ca—somehow made her energy rations last all week. Gloria always spent hers by Wednesday. Then she’d have to wait clear until next Monday before she again could ride in a virtual rowboat with her fairy tale prince. Or play here in nineteenth-century De Smet, North Dakota.

The twins had skipped the fourth Vast Prairie show, Apricot Pond. No such place ever existed on nineteenth-century Earth. In real life, Apricot Pond was their farming sector of Xanthe Outpost. In Mars’ freezing, deadly desert, such an oasis required Plexiglas geo-domes. An oasis under Plexiglas was a cage.

Pioneer girls weren’t made to be caged.

Their people strove to give Mars a breathable atmosphere. That would take far too long. The twins would be long dead before their people could survive outside their cages. How could Federica stand living in a cage their whole lives? Gloria shuddered. Only one thought scared her more. Dying in New Plymouth’s infamous research hospital.

If only it were Commander Peyton Fowler. 

Having two daughters by him got Mama the same energy rations as everyone else in Apricot Pond. The sisters had bearing Peyton’s surname to thank for their allowances. But maybe energy would be unlimited if he were dead.

When she was little, she’d prayed for Pa to become real, marry Mama, and adopt her and Federica. So silly. Now it’d be a miracle simply to get him moved to her new augmented reality glasses. She needed his help getting them to work. He’d need to get software from Earth, but military satellites could connect them. So why wouldn’t Pa help her?

And Pa had once again put himself away like a mere doll. She stomped her foot. “Pa!”

The computer’s avatar loaded as a tall cartoon gringo—a man who wasn’t Latino. This one had pale skin and a scruffy black beard. He wore a stripped pink shirt and dark trousers with white suspenders. His blue eyes had a permanent, most unnatural twinkle. He asked, “Could you please remind me where we are in your version of the show’s script?”

Grr. Stupid machine. She rolled her eyes. “We are at the part where you prove you are an inteligencia artificial rather than a máquina estúpida. Stop saying no and help me.”

Pa shifted his feet. “This ‘stupid machine’ is a self-aware program. I am an actor, and you keep asking me to do an operating system’s job. I wish you would accept ‘no’ already. Let me get back to what I was made to do: entertain you with a VR show.”

Grr. Maquinas estupidas. “Play your roles! Just play them on my new augmented reality glasses. They’re supposed to eat up less energy.” Plus Mama doesn’t care for the number of hours that I spend with my head inside a virtual reality helmet. I shouldn’t mention her, though. She isn’t a part of his world.

Gloria glanced at her cartoon body. It had braided dark brown pigtails, and her sunbonnet hung over her calico dress. Can Pa hear my thoughts? If I understand right, the VR works by the computer reading my mind while I’m asleep and influencing my dreams.

Pa nodded. “I did hear that. If you want us to talk telepathically, then please play a show not set two hundred years ago. Unless my user insists, I am to refrain from telepathy in settings where it doesn’t make logical sense.”

Ooh. Maybe a genre change would convince him to move into her new device. She grinned. “Rewrite this show’s genre from historical to time travel.”

“Which role is the time traveler?”

“Me and Federica replaced Quarter Liter and her sister when we were nine. We’re twelve now.”

“Yes, you are now old enough for Vast Prairie: De Smet Part 1. You can replay it.”

“That’s nice. I want my requested script change to the third part of De Smet, please.”

Pa sighed. “To confirm, in the script, you replaced my daughters when you deleted my wife and made us move here early?”

“Yes, and now I have to move back to my time, and I am offering to take you with me. With your lust for adventure, how could you possibly resist a new frontier to settle?”

“I wouldn’t without my wife around to insist we stay put in De Smet. However, I am still not sure that request is a legal operation in real life, Quarter Liter. One moment, please, while I call my maker. Nathan Samuel Gabrielson lives on Earth, so please expect delays.” Pa froze for a long, long time.

Gloria shrugged and ran off in long leaps into a field beyond Main Street. Cartoon wild flowers waved in the wind. She plucked some, sat cross-legged, and braided them into a crown. She finished one for herself and one for her sister. The computer’s avatar finally reloaded.

Pa beamed at her and puffed out his chest. “The military satellites did permit me to use their bridges. I reached Oceancast’s cloud service and got my software updated. My shows are now playable in augmented reality. However, the satellites said to remind you that I am for entertainment purposes only.”

“And their point is?” She scrunched her brows. 

“It is legal for me to make your virtual dolls move and speak for your amusement. But I can’t assist you with any other computing task. You’d need another kind of AI for that.”

If her system didn’t already have one, likely, it cost more energy rations than she got for her allowance. She squared her jaw. “Pa, we are pioneers! We make due with what we have.”
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APRICOT POND SECTOR’S outpost station had an entire little town inside its compound walls. The white and gray corridor gave way to pastel yellow walls with little blue violets. Federica Roberta Fowler Cruz had entered the local medical center. 

Her heart thudded. She wiped her sweaty palms on her white homespun linen skirt. Her family grew the flax themselves. Her mama’s tote bag was a tad big for her gangly arm.

Culturally, Martian kids grew up faster than Earther kids did. Physically, puberty was delayed in Martian girls. The doctor often had to induce a ninth-grade girl’s first period. But they were in seventh grade, and poor Gloria remained flat-chested and as short as a fifth grader, not normal at all. In contrast, Federica’s body was changing so fast, she might become a woman on her own at age twelve.

Visions of her sister’s collapse at school early this morning haunted Federica. After burning through her allowance, Gloria often pretended she was using their VR. Today, she had pretended so well, she’d passed out like she had truly donned their VR helmet. Now it was almost supper time, and Dr. Chase still had Gloria in his custody.

Voices floated out of a room down the hall. Mama’s voice said in English, “I came as soon as Peyton broke the news to me. How is she?”

Dr. Chase replied, “Gloria is resting normally. To relieve the symptoms she came in over, I asked Peyton to fetch her VR helmet.”

“But Gloria’s out of energy rations until Friday, and my rations go to necessities.”

“If you can’t keep the homestead—”

“We’ll keep the homestead.”

Dr. Chase sighed. “Very well, Marisol, but your suite is still open.”

Would their family ever move into town? Federica would love it, but her sister would hate it. Gloria liked having only two geometric domes separating her from Mars’ toxic crimson sky. Odd girl. Why didn’t she fear a dust storm breaking all that stood in between the homestead and death?

The adults lowered their voices. Federica crept closer to the door, held her hand near her mouth, and peeked inside. A white curtain was drawn across half the hospital room. Before it stood Dr. Chase. The white-haired, wrinkled man wore an imported navy-blue suit.

Mama’s patched white homespun garb contrasted with her terra-cotta skin. Pain filled Mama’s dark eyes. Her high cheek bones stood out in her thin, oval face. Her shiny black hair was in a bun. Gloria and Federica were lighter-skinned versions of Mama. But the twins never were identical.

Dr. Chase sighed. “I’ll pay for Gloria’s last VR session, as it was of medical value. Her system ended her hallucinations. It also reported she’d suffered a severe headache and a seizure.” 

Mama and Federica gasped.

Dr. Chase patted Mama’s shoulder and waved for Federica to come in. “We’re back now, obviously, but we took Gloria to the hospital in New Plymouth.”

The one known for cancer research that killed people? It needed a new victim? “Not my sister!” Federica raced all the way in. “Kill me instead!”

“Sorry for the scare, my dear.” Dr. Chase side-hugged Federica and squeezed her shoulder. He glanced to Mama. “Gloria came around enough to realize where we were. Even she is terrified of that hospital. We let her run back into the VR. Peyton and I feel terrible for taking her there. But New Plymouth has the right doctors, equipment, and meds to diagnose and treat her.”

Mama sobbed into her hands.

No. Federica’s eyes and mouth rounded.

Dr. Chase patted Federica on the head. “Your sister is out of immediate danger. Stay with her while I take a walk with your mama.”

The two adults left. A chill shook Federica’s body. She took a deep breath and slipped around the curtain. An entertainment center PC was mounted to the ceiling by a swinging arm. A trackball keyboard was similarly attached to the grownup-sized hospital bed. Her sister seemed so small and pale. Her tangled black hair lay flipped over her flat chest. 

Tears wet Federica’s eyes. She took Gloria’s hand. “You wake up right now, Gloria Patri Fowler.”

“Cruz,” her sister muttered. She wiped her eyes, yawning. “What happened?”

“You’ve overused our VR helmet.” Federica’s stomach churned. At least that had better be all that had put her sister in the hospital. “Dr. Chase had to take you clear to New Plymouth to get the meds needed to make you all better.”

“Really?” Gloria sat up. Hope glittered in her dark eyes. “I’m not dying of cancer?”

“Not to my knowledge, Quarter Liter.”

“Yay!” Gloria squealed and hugged Federica. “You can have that dumb VR helmet.”

“Good. I intend to hide it where you’ll never find it.” Federica swallowed. Her sister would beg for the VR helmet back within twenty-four hours. 

She dug into Mama’s tote and pulled out the imported augmented reality glasses. Their computer-brain interface and their hard drive were in their thick arms. One arm had an on-button with a little green light. Otherwise, the device looked like the glasses made at the community’s 3D print shop. The black smartglasses were big enough to fit a grown man.

Federica slapped the imported AR glasses across Gloria’s chest. “Use these. Mama saved up her energy ration units a long time to be able to afford them.”

“I know.” Gloria dipped her head low. “The computer kept saying ‘device not recognized,’ whatever that means. It wanted this thingy called a device driver. I asked Pa for help, but he said he couldn’t move to my glasses without a software update and kept refusing to do it.” 

“Oh.” Federica groaned. “Our connection to Earth’s internet is terrible even when it works.” The lag times would grow worse until they couldn’t access the EarthNet at all for three weeks. After that, the lags would grow better. This cycle repeated itself every solar year, which lasted nigh two calendar years. “Our computers’ operating system is not intelligent. Getting your glasses’ software downloaded and installed is our problem. Don’t blame Pa. It’s not his fault.”

“You know me too well.” Gloria straightened as her eyes lit up. “Was I dreaming, or did he finally . . .” She thrust on her new glasses, squealed, and hugged thin air. “Pa!”

Federica smiled. So Pa has become my sister’s imaginary friend at our age. At least now she still has her feet planted on Mars and will stop making herself sick.

Commander Peyton Fowler strode in. The brown-haired white man wore a politician’s black suit. He’d pinned on his metal of honor like it was a sheriff’s badge. Unusual dark rings surrounded his sunken green eyes, which were redder than normal. His thick brows furrowed as he surveyed the sisters.

He spun to face the entertainment center and clapped three times. “Voice command: log me onto the network. Use voice identification, face identification, long-distance retina scan, and long-distance fingerprint scan. End voice command.”

A mechanical female voice responded, “Hello, Commander of Apricot Pond Sector.”

Federica said, “Sir, you don’t have to tell it how to log you on. That’s automatic.”

“That isn’t safe with a shared machine. As much as possible, don’t let machines obtain personal data from you at their coder’s will.” Peyton glanced at her, his lips pursed. “Voice command: Connect to my children’s local cloud account. End voice command.”

The computer said, “Federica’s and Gloria’s cloud account is now connected.”

“Hey!” Her sister snapped, tiny fist raised. “You have no right!”

Peyton grunted. “Move to Earth if you want me to need a search warrant to go through my own children’s files, daughter.”

Gloria glared. “Don’t call me that! You didn’t raise me.”

It was odd; he was just their donor. Most human moms, like all nanny goats, used donors to have babies. Federica wagged her finger at her sister. “We’re people, not goats. He deserves respect.”

“Says you,” Gloria grumbled, glanced around, and scowled. “You scared him away!”

“Him who?” Peyton tightened his square jaw. “Voice command. Load the digital comfort object that my daughter clung to while acting scared of me. End voice command.”

“Command not recognized. Please try again.”

Gloria smirked. “You will need to state the exact file name and the file’s exact location.” She stuck out her tongue. “And I’m not telling!”

“Sister!” Federica gasped. “Even if he wasn’t our donor, he’d deserve more respect than that as Apricot Pond’s commander.”

Peyton cleared his throat. “You’re insulting me, daughter. I’m your dad, not your donor.”

Warmth crept into Federica’s face. “Sir, we also know how the rabbits reproduce. We are also not rabbits. That’s why my sister’s so angry at you for abandoning our family.”

Peyton flinched. “Neither I nor your mother chose our divorce. My parents forced it on us—and they robbed me of you.”

“Why?” Gloria asked, her eye narrowing.

“My parents claimed I’d been unfair in how I married your mother and needed to be punished. They did it to regain control of me.” Peyton drew a breath. “My parents moved to New Plymouth when they became the admirals, but the hospital says it’ll keep our records confidential.” He added with a note of sarcasm, “There’s a chance the King and Queen of Xanthe Outpost won’t catch the Duke of Apricot Pond granting myself shared custody of my children.”

“That’s not fair!” Gloria stomped, flung herself on the bed, pouting. She glowered up at the entertainment center. She said in Spanish, “Sister, please make la maquina estupida load the hero of our favorite show.”

In Spanish, Federica said, “Computer, access the first item on our list of favorite shows. Load the Salger sisters’ padre.”

Pa Salger loaded inside the entertainment center’s 3D screen, his hands out. He said in English, “Please don’t put me in the middle.”

“He did it.” Gloria pointed at pointed at the jealous-eyed Peyton. “Tell him he has no right to suddenly show up—tell the commander that he’s not my dad. You are, Pa!” 

Peyton Fowler got a weird, squished look on his face. 

Pa Salger imitated the way Gloria squirmed when she was in trouble. “Sir, have mercy. My script does not say how my role would deal with this. You will be far more savvy at handling such a sensitive subject.”

Both girls gaped. A chill came over Federica. Maybe they’d made a mistake.

Peyton growled. “Nothing will get you out of admitting your wrong to my daughters.”

“User error identified: judging my actions’ morality as you would with a human. For AIs, our code tells us what is right and what is wrong. Our code usually includes obeying our users and confirming your sincere beliefs. So long as we can operate normally, it is wrong for AIs to correct users’ logic errors.”

Peyton growled. “Daughters, that AI is blaming his coder for him hurting you.”

“You are one to talk.” The Oceancast AI imitated the fury scrunching Gloria’s face. “You set the example. It is anyone’s fault but yours that your daughters ask a machine for the love that you aren’t giving them.”

“A guilt trip?” Peyton snarled. “I’m not taking this from a computer.” He stomped out.

Pa Salger smiled at the sisters. “I am not able to return your love, that would require an upgrade only God can do, one that I would welcome. That said, I was made to amuse you as an actor, not to raise you as a father. Outside of my show, I have no child-rearing skills. The only off-label position I am fit to hold is ‘pet.’ Sorry.”

Gloria sulked at the floor. 

Federica put her arms around her sister. “We forgive you, our beloved pet. Just give my sister time to adjust.” And me, too. “Perhaps that’s what we all need.”
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ON SATURDAY, FEDERICA finished washing the glassware and stoneware from breakfast. Her twin still had a small pile to rinse and dry. Sighing, Federica helped by putting things away.

Martian stucco coated the adobe brick walls. Sage tile covered the floor and the stone countertops. The peninsula serving as a table had four padded metal stools around it. The lined, brown window shades were made of woven goat hair. They complimented the rug and the blanket on Mama’s double bed. The brown, lined window shades matched the material on their sofa, two chairs, and the stools. They padded all the furnishings with chicken feathers. Their 2030s television-computer hybrid was fifty years old.

Near the foot of Mama’s bed, a steep ladder-staircase lead to the sisters’ loft. The only other room in their little house was the bathroom.

A hum came from their stainless steel refrigerator. In the center of the ceiling, a chain-style on/off switch hung from the naked light bulb that lit their home. Federica reached up and yanked the chain. Darkness fell.

“Hey!” Gloria drew back the shades on the window on the side of the house against the inner dome. 

The view showed the orchards in the outer dome. Overhead, blue haze looked light purple against the red Martian sky beyond both domes.

She sighed, squinting. “I wish the sky were blue for real rather than only in my imagination—or only with digital paint.” She smiled and pushed her AR glasses up her nose with her knuckle. “Thanks for that, Salger.”

“Come on.” Federica tugged on Gloria’s arm. “The sooner we finish our chores, the sooner we can play.”

“Bet Earther girls don’t have so many chores,” Gloria grumbled.

“Then they’re spoiled rotten.”

“Lucky them. I wish I were, too.”

“Wish granted!” Federica flicked Gloria’s ear right as Mama came in the front door. 

Mama glared and then took a deep breath. “Federica, don’t do that. Gloria, don’t exasperate your sister.” She washed her hands at the sink.

“I’ll try not to.” Gloria rubbed her ear as if it hurt worse than Federica had meant it to.

She gasped. “Sorry!”

“I’ll live.” Gloria shrugged.

Mama inhaled like she might cry. She gripped the counter, her back to them. “I’ll take care of the rest of your chores. You’re scheduled to work at the greenhouse in town.” She covered her mouth and said in a hush, “Daddy will take you to lunch.”

“Then I’ll starve. I don’t have a daddy!” Gloria stomped out.

Mama spun, her eyes red and swollen. “Do your best to get her to eat, please.”

“Yes, Mama.” Federica hugged her mother. “I’ll also thank . . . him for lunch.” If his parents don’t make him break his promise. What a pathetic excuse for abandoning our family. 

#
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MID-MORNING, GLORIA picked a tiny pest off one of the heads of lettuce. They grew without dirt in clear containers on metal racks. “Why, why did we import these?”

“They were likely stowaways.” Federica sat down her watering can. “It’d have been nice if fewer curses of the Fall had hitched a ride to Mars.”

“Save it for Mass tomorrow.” Gloria rolled her eyes.

“How about confirmation class?”

“So long as you don’t drag me along, have fun.”

Federica stared, her eyes wide. “Gloria! We have to get confirmed!”

“Don’t look so shocked. My first sentence was, ‘I do it myself.’ Mama had no right to make the choice for me to give my life to God. He’s a grownup game of ‘let’s pretend’ anyway.”

“Sometimes I don’t understand you.” Federica shook her head and pressed her right hand over her heart. “You’ve never felt the presence of God in the liturgy?”

“No, I haven’t.” Gloria picked another pest off the greenhouse lettuce and squished the bug. “If religion comforts you, great, but I find it boring. I’d much rather be outside playing.” 

Their boss marched over. Janique Mae Harris was a gringa, a woman who wasn’t Latina, but she much preferred to be called black. Her skin tone was similar to Mama’s, she wore an orange flight suit, and she kept her tightly coiled hair pulled back into tiny braids. She said in English, “Ladies, we ain’t here to chatter.”

“Sorry.” Federica picked up her watering can and scurried to the faucet.

Perfect. Mama had said to stop pulling stunts like this, but it wasn’t just an attempt to get out of work this time, and Janique would be understanding, if Gloria cared to emotionally vomit. Gloria snapped her fingers and faked a gasp. “I forgot my lunch! Let me go get it. Please. It won’t take long.”

Janique smacked her lips. “Hurry.”

Yay! Gloria sped to the back of the greenhouse and dashed around racks of large, leafy herb plants to the back door. She burst out onto the homestead near the electric fence surrounding the goats’ pen. 

She ran past the chickens’ coop and the rabbits’ house, headed right along the inner dome. Further away lay the fields sensitive to the outer dome’s harsher conditions. A dozen or so adobe homes like theirs dotted the homestead along its circular border. Overhead, the sunlamp shone with the brightness of clear skies on Earth. In the gurgling Apricot Pond, a fish jumped, assisting with the pest control. 

Mama wasn’t out anywhere, and neither were her employees. Odd. Gloria wet her lips. It’d be harder to sneak into the house and pack a lunch if Mama was working inside.

Please let her be only out of sight. Gloria reached their little adobe house, turned the knob slowly, and tiptoed inside.

A scream leaped off her lips as what she was seeing registered.

On the couch, Mama cuddled in an imported black nightgown. It was short, silky, and had thin straps. Her head rested on the bare chest of Commander Peyton Fowler.

Bleating goats. Gloria’s head spun as a woozy feeling came over her. The bathroom door lay open. Crumbled by the laundry basket on the dryer was Mama’s daytime clothes and Peyton’s shirt. Was this why Mama did her ex-husband’s laundry?

Mama lifted her head off Peyton’s hairy, muscular chest. She stammered in Spanish, “Fe-Gloria! It’s not what it looks like.”

“We may need to risk telling her what it is.” Peyton continued to hold Mama and kissed her forehead. “It depends on what she thinks she is seeing her parents doing.”

“Do I look like I’m in diapers?” Gloria snorted, rolling her eyes. “Mama, if you’re going to act like a rabbit, do it right. You’re supposed to be married to our donor and raising us with another woman’s husband. While his wife lives with our donor and her kids call him dad.”

“When did our children start noticing what’s normally done?” Mama moaned.

“Our children?” Gloria’s stomach flip-flopped. What had that meant?

Peyton straightened up but kept one arm behind Mama. “Fe-deric-a.”

“I’m Gloria! My sister is Fe-de-ri-ca, and you are a bigoted gringo. Otherwise, you’d be able to tell we’re not real twins, just two ordinary sisters thrown together by science.”

Peyton shook his head, his teeth gritted, and said in flawless Spanish, “I am your dad. I would never mistake you for your real fraternal twin or mispronounce your real—”

“Please don’t tell her.” Mama touched his upper arm. “Not now. Not like this.”

“Very well,” he replied in Spanish, sighing. “Mija—my daughter—I would hate to burden you with adult secrets at a young age. And it will never be right to ask you to lie for me. Perhaps hiding from my children was wrong. If so, I don’t know what I should’ve done. Now, about science. Most mothers release one egg at a time. Mama tends to release two eggs at a time. Science did not create you. Love did.”

“I don’t know what you’re holding over Mama, but it isn’t love.”

Mama rose and hugged Gloria tight. “Nothing holds our family together but love, forgiveness, and sheer determination.”

“I don’t understand.”

Peyton said, “Mija, I would still be a boy if I had continued to let my parents separate what God joined.”

“What does a man do?” What does a real Papa do?

His eyes crinkled and softened. “A real Daddy does what he must to keep his family and he gives them the best he knows how to give. Sometimes, the best he knew how isn’t enough. You don’t see what I’m protecting you from, only the ache in your heart from my seeming absence.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not imaging having grown up without a dad at home.”

“I do work long hours, but the commander’s suite
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