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Chapter One

 


“Sources have informed
Channel Three Eleven that a band of resistance fighters have been
captured in Riverside. It is believed the New Force Order Police
was behind the apprehension of the fugitives…”

Wearing a remote-control glove, Nate
Stockton waved his hand to activate the hand unit, then pointed a
finger at the picture-in-picture feature on the wall screen. The
female anchor disappeared, leaving only a picturesque landscape—a
lake reflecting a distant mountain and a forest surrounding the
water—on the whole viewing wall.

He wondered if people ever had such
beautiful views from their homes or if pristine outdoor scenes
still existed. But the thought disappeared as quickly as it came.
It didn’t pay to dwell on “what was” or “could be” when the
population currently lived in a juxtaposed, dystopian society of
lowlife and high tech.

As he swept his hand again, the screen
split into quadrants. He brought his thumb and forefinger together
while pointing at each square to mute all of them. Nate tuned each
section to a different news program.

Two showed a small group
of men being led into a courthouse by other men dressed in New
Force Order Police uniforms. The bottom of the images read,
Breaking News. Riverside, Cali. He didn’t care about the resistance at the moment and
glanced at the other two blocks. They showed women, babies, and
Sector fertility clinics. Earth’s reproduction issues weren’t on
his mind either.

He wanted information about Project
Mars, specifically the Project Mars Lottery. There had been rumors
going around about lottery opportunities expanding to more cities,
and he hoped to learn if the whispers were true. Otherwise, he’d
have turned on a movie or changed the mountain image to a red
desert and pretended he was somewhere else.

Like Mars.

Nate sank onto a lumpy, well-worn
leather sofa he and his roommates had commandeered a few months ago
from a curb outside a biodome surrounding one of the swanky
master-planned communities in Las Vegas, Nevada. Another mismatched
piece of furniture, a beat-up sleeper sofa covered in a patchwork
quilt type cloth, sat at a right angle. The L-shaped set up made
the narrow living room seem even smaller in the cramped apartment,
but with four men sharing the residence, they needed some place to
sit.

 Space being at a premium, they could only afford a tiny,
interior domicile in the crowded city, and if it weren’t for the
viewing screen display, they’d have nothing to look at except for
white walls.

Nate picked up a glass of synth-beer
from beside a bowl of processed, pressed together potato flake
rounds on the seen-better-days coffee table, took a swig of the
tangy drink, and then munched on some chips as he monitored the
different programs flashing in front of him. He swiped his hand
through the air again, flipping to different news
channels.

All the news seemed to depict anymore
was the horrible state of the world. Occasionally, there’d be
announcements pertaining to something good—help for the poor or
measures being taken to deep clean one of the mega-cities. But
considering how many needy people there were and how polluted the
cities had become, those messages were far and few between.
Sometimes there happened to be news about Project Mars, but not a
lot or often enough. It puzzled him why the news reports didn’t
focus more on the work happening on the other planet—the
colonization, the terraforming, the trips back and forth. In his
opinion, the only time people heard about the red world was when
something happened with the lottery—a game allowing a person a
chance to go to Mars. Why did everything else pertaining to Project
Mars seem hush-hush?

One day he’d love to receive an answer
to the question.

As it was, the twenty-four hour, seven
days a week news programs focused on Earth’s declining population,
the resistance, and the destruction happening around them. The same
news they’d been talking about for years. People rising up against
the politicians. Infertility plaguing women stemming from the
government’s attempt at controlling women’s health in the
twenty-first century. Dust storms in the mid- and southwest areas,
surpassing those of the 1930s, damaging the ecology and agriculture
of North America. Earthquakes occurring along the previous big
quake graveyard of the west coast and in areas never known to have
them before. Volcanoes, both active and long dormant, blowing now
and then. Huge storms and melting ice at the poles persisting in
flooding coastlines around the globe.

 Starting well over a century ago, scientists had warned
politicians about the decline of the Earth, but by the time the
smart people overthrew the government, it was too late. The
catastrophes were well underway, which led to the downfall of
everything else.

Good thing the smarties
had started humanity’s expansion to Mars before the shit really hit
the fan.

In the upper right corner, a picture
of a red sphere caught Nate’s eye. He brought the image forward,
making the other three vanish, and unmuted the display.

“…on the Scientific
Community of Terrestrial Relief’s Project Mars Lottery when we come
back from break.”

“Hey, guys,” he called out
to his roommates. “I think there’s going to be an update about
Sector’s lottery. You’ll probably want to hear this.”

Nate’s husband, Grover Silas Ranger,
entered the living room first. Nate’s breath caught in his throat.
Even after being together for almost a decade, Ranger could still
make his heart beat fast and his cock stand at attention within
seconds. His man, who had seven years on him, had been good-looking
when they’d first met at the gym Ranger once owned, but at
thirty-eight Ranger had grown more handsome. The faint lines around
his steely gray eyes and light touches of gray in his black,
buzz-cut hair gave him a distinguished yet rugged appearance. It
also didn’t hurt he kept his body in fine shape, both inside and
out because of his work with the city. But looks aside, Ranger had
a heart of gold and a sharp mind as well. In Nate’s opinion, his
husband happened to be the full package, and he loved
him.

The tall man, who sported a lean but
very muscular and toned body, didn’t sit. Instead, Ranger leaned up
against the wall with a huff, and before Nate could comment on his
husband’s mood, or Ranger could make a remark about Mars, their
other two roommates came out from their bedroom.

Ben came into the room and sat on the
quilted sofa. Nate smiled at his cousin, whom most people mistook
for Nate’s brother due to their similar brown hair, blue eyes, and
swimmer’s build body structure.

“I think they’re going
announce how the Project Mars Lottery is opening up to the rest of
the country,” Nate said. “At least it’s the rumor I’ve been
hearing.”

Ranger released another heavy breath.
“I don’t understand how anyone would want to risk their lives
traveling and living on another planet. Especially one as
inhospitable as Mars.” He crossed his meaty arms over his
mid-section.

Dain, Ben’s black-haired husband,
joined Ben on the couch and regarded Ben with a pair of gorgeous
brown eyes. If Nate hadn’t known better, he would have thought Dain
and Ranger were relatives due to their similar coloring, muscular
bodies, and height.

Nate took another swig of beer, mostly
to give himself a beat before replying to his husband. He didn’t
want to sound aggressive. “It’s much more hospitable now than it
used to be. Imagine how it was when my ancestors went in the
twenty-thirties and twenty-forties during the creation of the first
settlement. Nothing existed for them but what had been dropped by
cargo vessels. They had to put together habitats and start digging
underground. It became better by the twenty-eighties and
twenty-nineties with the Noah Project, when other family members
went there to set up the zoos and farm habitats. Oh, and let’s not
forget regular people have been living in the main colony, Dome
City, since twenty-one hundred. With continuing terraforming, it’ll
be even more accommodating for humans.”

Ranger regarded Nate with a stern look
and ran a hand first over his hair then his stubbled chin. “I know
you’re jonesing to go. You’ve told me how much you want to see the
planet, to follow in your ancestors’ footsteps. I love you, Nate.
I’d follow you almost anywhere, but not there. You know I want to
keep my feet firmly planted here on Earth.”

Not wanting to revisit a discussion
that’d been happening on and off for ages and usually led to a
fight, Nate didn’t reply. He turned and refocused on the display.
He’d go back to beating that particular horse’s carcass later when
he and Ranger were alone.

“I’m with you, Ranger,”
Dain stated. “My uncle died trying to get to Mars. My father never
got over losing his younger brother.”

Ben snuggled up against Dain. “I’m
sorry about your family, but those propulsion problems have been
fixed. Can you imagine relying on each other in a brave new world?
Imagine how close couples and family could get in that kind of
situation.”

Nate had never really believed in love
at first sight. Hell, it’d taken him and Ranger five years of
dating before they’d decided to put rings on each other. But after
seeing how hard and fast Ben and Dain fell for each other, Nate
understood how insta-love could be possible.

Ranger joined Nate on the new-to-them
couch. “Shit, you could do that here. Go live on one of those condo
cruise ships. You’d be stuck together in a domicile on a ship for
long stretches of time, traveling to different places, but wouldn’t
have to leave the planet.”

Dain chuckled. “And run
the risk of being capsized by a rogue wave or one of those intense
tsunamis from a quake? I’d heard on the news the other day
the MS Tradewind was hit by one. Some rich guy my boss knows almost bought an
apartment on the ship. People think living on land is bad? Doesn’t
seem much better on the water.”

As the men chattered, Nate listened.
He wanted to pick up clues on how he might be able to sway Dain and
Ranger’s opinions about going to Mars. He’d always had a
fascination with the red planet, and as Ranger had said, he wanted
to travel in his ancestors’ footsteps and help with the
colonization process, make a difference toward humanity’s future.
Nate also silently agreed with Ben. He thought it’d be exciting to
travel with his love to the new world, go through life changing
events together, and grow as a couple there.

Granted, buying an entry into the
Project Mars Lottery and having one’s number drawn didn’t guarantee
a person’s place on one of the six ships making the repeat journeys
between Earth, the Moon, and Mars. If a person’s number was drawn,
they still had to go through a few exams and some training before
they stepped foot onto a space vessel. Why Ranger had to be
obstinate about the matter bothered him. The chances of any of them
going to Mars were slim to none. Couldn’t Ranger for once be
interested in something he wanted to do even if said activity was a
long shot?

“Well … we might find
out,” Ben stated, tossing a quick look at Dain.

Everyone’s attention shot to
Ben.

“What did you do?” Dain
asked.

 “Last year, when you and I met, when I was on vacation with
Marcus—”

Dain snorted, interrupting Ben. “That
dude with an endless bank account.”

“Yes. Marcus had some
money, but that doesn’t matter. Anyway,” Ben looked over at Nate
and Ranger, “we were in south Florida. Since they were one of the
three places hosting the lottery, I thought what the hell. Let’s
get in on the action. So, we went to one of the participating
pharmacies, got our blood drawn, numbers assigned, and chips
installed.” Ben rubbed the inside of his arm a couple inches from
his wrist, looking back at Dain. “Marcus bought him and me a year’s
supply of entries. I didn’t know I’d meet you, dump him, fall in
love, and get married.”

“But if your number gets
picked and you pass the exams, you’ll go to Mars. What about me?”
Dain asked.

Ben picked up Dain’s hand and
intertwined their fingers. “The odds of my number coming up are
astronomical. One in several million. I don’t think we have to
worry. But if my number does get called, you’d come with me because
we’re family.”

“That’s no guarantee, and
you know it, Ben! We haven’t even discussed this. What if I don’t
want to go? Like Ranger?”

“Truthfully, I hadn’t
given my entries much thought until just now, and I only have a few
left.” Ben glanced at Nate and Ranger again, then focused back on
Dain. “This planet is dying. We all know that. It makes sense to
try to find a better life, right?”

Dain broke their linked hands. “Damn
it, Ben, you should’ve told me before. What other secrets are you
hiding?”

“None,” Ben said
defensively. “Just forget it, all right? I didn’t know it would
bother you this much.”

“Forget it? What if your
number is picked?”

“Like I said, the odds are
against me.”

Nate mentally shook his head. Ben was
right. The odds were crazy. He could have sworn he’d heard in the
Floridian mega-city alone the chances of a man winning were around
one in fourteen million for each drawing, and the drawings happened
once a week. When the lottery became available in more places, the
chances to win a trip would become even fewer. Regardless of the
odds, when the lottery became available nearby, maybe he would take
a page out of Ben’s book and say, “What the hell?” He’d buy an
entry and hope for the best when it came to Ranger.

Finally, after several minutes of
advertisements and a lengthy reminder about water conservation, an
announcer led viewers back into the news program.

The men quieted down, directing their
gazes to the viewing wall. A picture of Mars appeared behind two
smiling news anchors. How those people always kept a positive
appearance while doling out the negative reports amazed
Nate.

“Tonight,” the blonde
female anchor started, “we’re pleased to announce the Scientific
Community of Terrestrial Relief, also known as SCTR or Sector, has
set up locations throughout the entire country for people to enter
the Project Mars Lottery. Select pharmacies in all major cities in
every state will begin sales in one week. The national drawing will
be on Wednesday the following week at two hundred hours Zulu time.
If you have entries from those locations already selling lottery
chances, they will be integrated into the national drawing. You
will not need to do anything. You will be notified from the
information found in your DNA chip file via electronic post if you
are in the group waiting for the national drawing.”

“The process for
purchasing entries,” the blond-haired male anchor chimed in, “will
remain the same, as will the cost for each entry. Your designation
for the blue or red drawing will be based off your biological
classification at birth. For first time purchases, at participating
pharmacies, you’ll complete an information form, give a DNA sample,
then be assigned a permanent lottery number. A microchip containing
all those pertinent details will be inserted in your arm. This will
be scanned each time you buy an entry into the lottery. Chips will
reset and clear the entry for that week after each drawing. To take
part in the next drawing, you will need to purchase another
entry.”

The rest of what the anchors blathered
on about faded in Nate’s mind as his thoughts raced.

Should I buy an entry and
face Ranger’s wrath? I hate it when we fight, though. But then
again, he doesn’t have to know. And, the odds are crazy. It’s not
like I’m going to win. So, what’d be the harm?

He glanced at the handsome man he’d
promised to always be beside in their wedding vows yet thought
about the lifelong dream he’d had of living and working on
Mars.

Yep, I’m going to do it.
I’m going to buy an entry.
Should I win, I’ll worry about the consequences
then.

 



Chapter Two

 


The moment the news program went on
break, Ranger thrust himself from the couch and left the living
area. With only three places he could retreat to—the kitchen, the
bathroom, or the bedroom—he chose the last and went to have a
moment to himself.

Inside the once large room they’d
divided into two when Ben and Dain needed a place to live, Ranger
looked at one wall, then another, then a third. He wanted to punch
something, release his frustration. He didn’t want him and Nate to
end up verbally sparring again. But the last time he’d hit
something other than a person, he broke his hand. He couldn’t
afford a medical visit again. For one, he couldn’t have unpaid time
from work. They also didn’t have any extra Earth Currency Units
available in their accounts to pay for an emergency.

Which is all my
fault.

But the tension between us
over this Mars shit? It’s not all me.

A creak behind him had him spinning
around. Nate stood in the doorway. He’d pulled his brown hair back
into a stubby pigtail and stared at him with a pained, almost
haunted gaze. It was almost the same expression Nate had had on his
face when he first walked into his gym all those years ago. The
scrawny kid seemed terrified to be there but understood the best
thing he needed to do for himself was to exercise. Ranger had been
happy to take the fellow under his wing and show him the ropes.
Before long, Nate had grown into a fit and toned young man and had
carved a niche in his heart.

Ranger only wished Nate would realize
the best thing now would be to give up badgering him about Mars.
The whole let’s move to a new planet, let’s not move to a new
planet argument between them frustrated him to no end.

Life wouldn’t be better there. They’d
face a different set of problems. They’d still be poor. They’d
still have to live in a cramped hovel. He didn’t see how living on
the red world would be a better situation for them. At least on
Earth he felt he had a fighting chance to create a decent life for
the two of them.

Nate entered the room.
“Ranger—”

He held up his hand. He’d heard Nate’s
rationale before. Several times. This time, Nate needed to hear
him. “I know we don’t live in luxury,” Ranger said in a resigned
voice. “We’ll probably never experience any kind of opulence. If I
hadn’t sold my gym, used a good portion of my savings to go in on
the security business with Sully, and gone into debt from its
failure, maybe things would have been different by now.” He sighed
and shook his head.

What a scam. His “friend” had filled
his head with pipe dreams of opening several offices, having
accounts at stores, in the rich communities, maybe becoming a
security team for one of the casinos. He’d said he’d already had
people and locations lined up. All he’d needed was capital to set
the plan in motion.

“Sully really fucked me
over,” Ranger continued, beating himself up all over again for not
doing his due diligence before handing over funds and selling his
business. But he’d been eager for a great opportunity and a large
and fast return on investment. “I’m sorry I can’t provide more for
you than this cramped hovel of an apartment.” He glanced around and
sighed. “Made even smaller when we split our bedroom into
two.”

“But I don’t need riches.
I just need you and your love.”

“A sweet sentiment, Nate,
but let me say the rest of this before my thoughts scatter. There
are times I wish we’d met a hundred years ago and could have lived
together in better conditions. Not some place where you have to
wear protective gear outside these walls. Not where there are
polluted skies. A lack of sun. More concrete, rebar, and steel than
grass, trees, and sky. Buildings and communities covered in domes
we don’t have access to. But at least in here we’ve made a home
with each other, a clean and bright one, even if it’s with
artificial sunlight. And stuff we’ve acquired by dumpster diving
since we can barely afford a pot to piss in.” Pausing, he ran a
hand over his face and shook his head with a huff, as if he were
uncertain with himself over what he was saying.

“I know the Mars adverts
show a gleaming utopia. A promise of a better life. But what if
it’s like the resistance says and it’s not paradise? What if up
there,” Ranger pointed toward the ceiling, “is actually worse than
down here? Why trade for the devil you don’t know over the devil
you do? Why can’t Earth … can’t I
… be enough for you?” His eyes filled with
moisture. He hoped what he’d said, and his rare show of emotion,
would be adequate and put the whole Mars deal to rest. He was tired
of rehashing it all, being forced to face his fears.

Nate took a deep breath and closed
some of the distance between them. “Before I came in here, I was
prepared for you to yell at me or something. Your reasoning is
sound, but my reasons are valid, too, when it comes to traveling to
the new world. We’re smart and able-bodied. Neither of us have ever
had major health problems. We should be able to go there without
issue, but I can’t help feeling there’s something you’re still
hiding. You’re keeping from me the real reason why you want to stay
on Earth so bad. But right now, I don’t feel like arguing. We can
debate our points later. All I want to do is this.” Nate swept
Ranger into his arms.

When Nate planted his mouth on his and
their lips touched, liquid iron heat pooled in Ranger’s core. His
nerves caught fire and sizzled like drops of water on a super-hot
pan. A lust only Nate would be able to satisfy filled his
body.

Ranger grasped Nate’s shoulders, then
wrapped a hand around the back of his neck. He delighted Nate’s
warm skin upon his fingers, and then he fed them through Nate’s
hair and tugged, dislodging his attempt at a pigtail.

Grinning against Ranger’s mouth, Nate
unzipped Ranger’s pants and ran the tips of his fingers along his
cock. Ranger returned the smile upon Nate’s lips and swayed his
hips, encouraging Nate to stroke his shaft. Ranger followed suit
with his free hand with Nate’s cock. Nate edged his pelvis closer.
Their tongues warred with each other as they kissed, and they fell
into a rhythm of kissing and jerking off each other.

After several moments, Ranger broke
their lip lock. “Does it feel good?” he asked in a husky whisper,
toying with Nate’s hard-on and balls.

“Yes. Very.”

“I want you, Nate.” Ranger
licked his way down Nate’s neck to the collar of his
shirt.

Nate trembled against Ranger. “I want
you, too,” he whispered in return.

Ranger captured his husband’s mouth in
another kiss and only stopped to pull Nate’s shirt over his head,
which Nate then did in kind with Ranger’s. Standing close together
in the middle of the room, they ran their hands up each other’s
smooth chests, outlining the dips and curves of their muscles.
Ranger toyed with Nate’s nipples, eventually ending the kiss to
latch onto one of the hard nubs. Nate sucked in a stream of
air.

“Oh, shit, Ranger. That
drives me wild.”

Chuckling, Ranger licked the tip of
it, then trailed his tongue down Nate’s body, dropping onto his
knees and yanking Nate’s pants down all in one motion, but he
didn’t take Nate’s cock in his mouth. He sat there glancing between
the rigid length and his face.

“Ranger? Why are you
messing with me?”

“I want to hear what you
want me to do,” Ranger said in a deep, sexy tone and smiled up at
him. “Tell me, in detail, what you want.”

“I want you to wrap your
gorgeous mouth around my cock. I want you to suck me with
intensity, like you’re desperate for a drink only I can give you
and enjoy it when it comes. Then I want you to take my ass with the
same drive and need. Make me forget the world around us for the
time being.”

His husband’s request sent more heat
racing through him and down into his cock. Somehow Ranger’s dick
grew even harder. He gazed straight into Nate’s eyes. For a
fleeting instant, he thought about capitulating, telling Nate he’d
go to Mars with him should he buy a ticket and win. He didn’t want
to ruin the mood or start another argument, though, by opening the
Mars discussion again. Ranger kept his thought to himself. “Get on
the bed on your back. Ass near the edge and your legs
spread.”

As Nate complied, stepping out of the
clothes pooling around his ankles and feet, Ranger stood and
finished removing his clothes. Once Nate settled into position,
Ranger knelt between his legs and proceeded to lick, stroke, and
suck Nate’s cock and balls as he’d described.

Loving the way his husband tasted, he
closed his eyes and focused on the pleasure he was giving, the
sensations sprinting through him, and the atmosphere surrounding
them. Slurping and sucking. Panting breaths. Heady musk of sex. All
of it exquisite.

A perfect tension release.

“Damn, Ranger, you’re
wonderful. Don’t ever think for one moment you’re not enough. You
are. Most people … can’t afford … much. Fuck, your mouth is heaven.
You know… It doesn’t give me pleasure to think of us not being
together. I want us to live together, love together, travel
together.”

Ranger drew off the length. “Nate, not
now.”

Nate sighed. He propped himself up on
his elbows and stared at Ranger. “Seriously. When we married, I
vowed to always be by your side. I hope that’s the case for the
rest of our lives no matter what.”

So much for starting to
relax. With a growl, Ranger grasped Nate’s
body and flipped him over. Ranger pulled Nate’s ass cheeks apart
and spit on top of his hole.

“I love you, Nate.” Ranger
stuck a finger into him. “But I really want to table this whole
Mars conversation.” He spit again into his hand, stroked his cock
with it to lubricate his length, and then stuck the head of his
cock into Nate’s ass. When Nate’s muscles eased, he speared him
with the rest of his penis.

Fast and rough, and at times super
deep, Ranger pounded in and out of him. He knew Nate didn’t mind,
having stated he preferred their sex to be impassioned, but he
fucked him rougher than usual. A part of him wanted to punish Nate
for even thinking about a trip to Mars, but the deeper part of him
needed to make sure Nate knew who he belonged to. Make sure Nate
would never forget him.

Groaning, probably from a mix of pain
and pleasure, Nate gripped the bedsheets. Seeming to be a sport
about the situation and how he was being used, Nate didn’t complain
or stop Ranger.

After several deep thrusts, Ranger
came with a grunt, stilled, then pulled out and flopped onto his
back on the bed. He’d found his own pleasure but had no idea if his
husband had orgasmed.

Man, I can be such a
selfish bastard.

Before he swung his forearm over his
face to hide his guilt over how he’d treated his husband, he caught
Nate turning his head to look him.

“Ranger?” Concern edged
the tone of the question.

Without moving or touching Nate,
Ranger said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean… Didn’t mean to
be—”

“Shh. It’s all right,”
Nate replied with comfort in his voice. “I understand.”

Ranger dropped his arm from his head,
looked at Nate, nodded, then rose. After slipping on his underwear,
he left the room.

In the bathroom, he started the water,
cranking the temperature to as hot as he could tolerate it, hoping
the shower would rinse away his current thoughts and
feelings.

He feared his husband was slipping
away from him, breaking their vows, and there was nothing he could
do about it.

****

Nate gingerly sat on one of the hard
chairs in the breakroom at the kindergarten through twelfth grade
school where he worked. The campus had been on lockdown all morning
due to threats from the only other school in a hundred-mile radius,
and the confinement still hadn’t ended. Between the night before,
his butt pain, and being stuck in his lecture hall with a bunch of
unruly teens who wanted to retaliate against the other institution,
exhaustion threatened to overtake him. All he wanted was a strong
cup of java and to enjoy a few minutes of peace and
quiet.

There’d been a different quality to
Ranger’s fucking the night before.

Like he was trying to
exert a form of dominance over me because of my desire to go
elsewhere in the solar system, or he was taking his frustrations
out. Or both.

Even though at the time he’d had an
idea he was being used as a means to dispel discontent, he enjoyed
the feel of Ranger inside him. Except Ranger had come, and he
hadn’t. Then before he knew it, Ranger went for a shower. Not
wanting to fall asleep with a hard-on, he’d taken the opportunity
to masturbate.

Nothing that evening had gone the way
he’d wanted it to, but at least it’d showed him there was a
dysfunction forming between him and his guy. Now, he had to figure
out how to fix the relationship before it completely
imploded.

“Hey, Nate,” a stocky man
with salt and pepper hair, who looked older than he actually was,
said as he entered the room and went to the coffee area.

“Hey, Ira.”

“Some mornin’, huh?” Ira
Carr made himself a cup and strolled over. “Mind?” He indicated an
empty chair at Nate’s table.

“Sure. Join
me.”

“Bet the kids loved having
extra amounts of grammar and King thrown their way while stuck in
the lecture hall. I know my group was climbing the walls while I
tried to read some from the uber-classic. Couldn’t concentrate a
lick on my wonderful rendition of the prom scene, the little
bastards. All they wanted to do was storm down to the South campus
and—”

“Pound them into the
ground. Yeah, it was the same in my class. I don’t think they’d
heard a word I’d said about gerunds or when I read a passage with
the creepy sewer clown in it. Thank heavens for recess. The
cafeteria proctors can handle them for the next hour. I’m hoping my
German language class then my Spanish lecture aren’t as disorderly
as the English ones were.”

“Maybe we’ll be lucky, and
the proctors will drug today’s stew with something to calm down the
kids.” Ira guffawed as if he’d told the funniest joke in the
world.

“If only.” Nate played
along with Ira for the sake of keeping the peace, but in truth, he
had confidence in the students. They couldn’t all be miscreants.
There had to be some who wanted to learn. Last time he’d brought up
his positive attitude to Ira, Ira had scoffed. Ira had told him to
wait until he’d been in the system for a few more years, dealing
with the little
bastards, and never seeing his pay rise.
He’d change his tune then. All teachers became cynical at some
point.

Nate really hoped it wasn’t true, but
then with the state of the world and dwindling population, who knew
if he’d even be able to continue teaching in the future? Seemed
that with every decade passing by, the numbers of babies being born
were fewer and fewer if the registration numbers for the
kindergarten classes were any indication.

Perhaps parents were homeschooling
more. Maybe more babies were being born on Mars now as opposed to
Earth. For all he knew, it was just a Las Vegas problem—more
transients and single people crowding the city than families. Or in
fact, the newscasts were right—there was a major fertility epidemic
going on and more mutations were occurring in new generations and
that’s why Sector was hard at work dealing with it all. The
toxicity of Earth was harming humanity, and Mars was its only
hope.

Ira cocked a brow. “Got somethin’ on
your mind. Need a sounding board?”

“Mars.”

“Got it. You and ‘don’t
dare use my first or middle names because I hate them’ are still
arguing about it, and now with the lottery comin’ to town, things
are more tense?”

Nate’s ass clenched and stung a bit.
Not just from the sex the previous night, but also from remembering
when Ranger had met Ira for the first time. Against Nate’s advice,
Ira had used Ranger’s given name. Ranger, who’d had a bad day,
hadn’t reacted well to hearing his first name spoken and had lost
his cool.

“You can say that,” Nate
replied. “He knows I’d love to follow in my family’s footsteps,
literally and figuratively, and the odds of me really going are slim to none, but
he won’t budge. He has no desire to even think about going. And, he
won’t tell me the real reason why.”

“Huh.” Ira sipped on his
drink, appearing to give Nate’s predicament some careful thought.
“Doesn’t seem quite fair to my way of thinking. From what you’ve
told me, you’ve supported him in his endeavors. Like when he ran
his gym then sold it to open the security business. You stuck by
him even after the business tanked and through the Sully scandal.
And, as you said, it’s not like you’re really going to go to Mars. If my
gal said she wanted to go, I’d humor her and feed the fantasy.
Though, in truth, I have no desire to go.”

“May I ask
why?”

“I’m an old dog. Got
another ten years or so within these walls, and then it’s out to
the early retirement pasture for me. I can’t see me starting over
somewhere else, learning new tricks, especially when that
else and those
tricks are over
fifty-four million kilometers from here.” He drank some more.
“Anyway, as I was saying, I’d play along with my wife. I don’t see
why he can’t dream about the adventure with you instead of being
such a dick about it.”

Nate shrugged, pondering
what
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