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RAJIV	MET	 AND	 FELL	 in	 love	 with	 his
husband,	 Mateo,	 when	 they	 were	 both
members	 of	 the	 scientific	 team
responsible	for	transforming	Mars	into	a
home	suitable	for	humans.	But	years	into
their	 shared	 mission,	 Rajiv	 is	 ordered
back	to	Earth	to	restore	the	barren	lands
of	 the	 American	 Midwest.	 With	 a	 little
help	 from	 technology,	 the	 two	men	 find
innovative	 ways	 to	 nurture	 their	 long-
distance	 relationship	 while	 they	 wait	 to
reunite.
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Far	From	Home

“CONNECT	WITH	MATEO,”	RAJIV	said
to	 his	 rig,	 pulling	 it	 from	 his	 ear	 and
holding	it	an	inch	in	front	of	his	left	eye.
It	 scanned	his	 retina	with	 soothing	blue
light.	 Rajiv	 had	 programmed	 the	 device
to	verify	his	identity	by	retinal	scan	back
when	 they	were	dating,	 just	before	Rajiv
sent	Mateo	their	first	sext.	The	last	thing
he	wanted	was	to	drop	his	rig	somewhere
and	 have	 a	 random	 person	 access	 their
entire	online	sex	life.

Rajiv	reinserted	the	rig	into	his	right
earlobe	 and	 checked	 it	 in	 the	mirror	 as
he	waited	for	the	call	to	connect.	It	was	a
simple-looking	 rig,	a	gold	 stud	 the	 same
finish	as	his	wedding	ring.	He’d	preferred
a	gold	rig	ever	since	reading	in	his	college
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historical	anthropology	course	about	gay
men	 of	 the	 late	 twentieth	 century
wearing	 earrings	 in	 the	 right	 lobe	 to
identify	 each	 other.	 Although	 gay	 men
hardly	 needed	 to	 hide	 any	 longer,	 he
liked	 the	way	 something	as	 current	as	 a
rig	could	connect	him	to	the	past.

“Hello,	 love.	 Can	 you	 see	 me?	 I	 see
you.”	Mateo’s	voice	came	through	before
his	 image,	 which	 slowly	 transpired	 in
three	dimensions	on	the	empty	square	of
floor	in	front	of	Rajiv’s	lounge	chair.

“Not	 quite	 yet,”	 said	 Rajiv.	 Warp-
speed	 communications	 technology	 had
improved	 in	 recent	 years,	 but
holographic	 images	 were	 still	 slow	 in
coming	 online	 during	 live	 chats.	 Mateo
appeared	 first	 as	 a	 cluster	 of	 rough
yellow,	 brown,	 and	 gray	 octagons	 that
subdivided	 into	 smaller	 pixels	 until
finally	they	formed	distinct,	lifelike	lines.
Then	the	colors	diversified,	transforming
a	sepia	 image	 into	a	colorful	and	mostly
lifelike	 replica	 of	 a	 reality	 taking	 place
250	million	miles	away.
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Mateo	sat	on	a	foldout	chair	next	to	a
pop-up	 desk,	 the	 sorts	 of	 temporary
furniture	 that	 were	 hallmarks	 of	 a	 new
outpost.	 The	 camera	 and	 relay	 gave
Mateo’s	brown	skin	an	artificially	bluish
tinge	 despite	 the	 beige-y	 afternoon
sunlight	 coming	 in	 through	his	window,
and	a	thin	halo	of	colored	pixels	radiated
from	 his	 body	 like	 specks	 of	 dust
brightened	 by	 a	 polychromatic	 sun.	 If
Rajiv	 unfocused	 his	 eyes,	 the	 pixels
disappeared	 and	 Rajiv	 could	 almost
convince	himself	that	Mateo	was	really	in
the	room	with	him,	body	as	well	as	soul.

Rajiv	 didn’t	 let	 his	 vision	 blur,
though.	 Mateo’s	 shirt	 was	 off,	 his
muscular	 chest	 chiseled	 like	 fine
sandstone,	 and	 his	 more	 private
embellishments	bulging	against	the	front
of	 gray	 sweatpants.	 Rajiv	 didn’t	want	 to
miss	any	of	those	details.	“I	see	you	now,
hot	stuff.”

“So,	 it’s	 going	 to	 be	 that	 kind	 of
night?”

“It	can	if	you	want	it	to	be.”	Rajiv	had
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the	 urge	 to	 brush	 his	 hand	 over	 the
flannel-covered	lump,	to	feel	its	heat	as	it
grew	beneath	his	touch.

He	longed	to	bury	his	face	in	Mateo’s
neck	 and	 inhale	 the	 scent	 of	 his	 sweat-
soaked	skin.

He	sighed	heavily.	No	chance	of	that.
“That	was	quite	the	sigh.	Long	day	at

work?”
A	smile	tugged	the	corners	of	Rajiv’s

mouth.	 “Work?	 What	 work?	 Forgot	 all
about	it	as	soon	as	I	saw	you.”

“Your	 uniform’s	 still	 on.	 Isn’t	 that
reminder	 enough?	 Your	 work	 day	 isn’t
really	over	until	you’re	undressed.”

“Oh,	really?”
“Yup.	As	 long	as	you’re	 in	your	work

clothes,	 you’re	 nanoseconds	 away	 from
fretting	 about	mineral	 composition	 and
pressure	charts.”

Rajiv	 shook	 his	 head	 as	 he	 toed	 off
his	 shoes.	 “Now	 that	 you	 mention	 it,	 it
was	 a	 good	 day	 in	 the	 soil	 lab.	 The
salinity	has	gone	down	enough	that	we’ll
be	 able	 to	 expand	 agriculture	 into	 the
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salt	 flats	 soon.	 Or,	 what	 were	 the	 salt
flats.”	 The	 soil	 in	 southern	 Wisconsin,
once	 among	 the	 most	 fertile	 in	 the
United	 States,	 had	 become	 barren	 a
century	 before—thanks	 to	 an
increasingly	 hot	 climate,	 over-irrigation
with	mineralized	water,	and	terrible	crop
management.	Rajiv	had	been	called	back
to	 Earth	 two	 years	 earlier	 to	 join	 a
research	 team	 tasked	with	 restoring	 the
land	 and	 making	 the	 area	 habitable
again,	 while	 Mateo	 remained	 on	 Mars
with	 the	 Terra	 Nova	 Project	 as	 they
continued	 transforming	 the	 once-red
planet	 so	 more	 refugees	 could	 settle
there.

“Well,	 that’s	 good	news.”	Mateo	 said
cheerily.	 “Keep	 up	 with	 the	 good	 work,
and	 I	 can	 come	 home	 soon.	 We	 won’t
need	a	second	planet	anymore.”

Rajiv	 looked	 out	 his	 telescopic
skylight	into	the	night	sky.	As	always,	the
lens	 focused	 on	 Mars	 and	 its	 colorful
patchwork	 of	 fertile	 green	 loam	 and
sterile	 red	 dirt	 intersected	 by	 bright

PR
EV

IE
W



rivers.	 He’d	 met	 Mateo	 up	 there	 at
breakfast	 his	 first	 day	 at	 the	 Valles
Marineris	 research	 station.	 The
tangerine	sunlight	streaming	through	the
mess	 hall	 windows	 had	 made	 Mateo’s
light	brown	skin	glow	a	coppery	orange.
Sometimes	 Rajiv	 missed	 that	 Martian
light	 almost	 as	 much	 as	 he	 missed
Mateo.	 “Mars	 is	 so	 pretty.”	 Rajiv’s	 eyes
fell	back	 to	Mateo’s	hologram.	 “It	would
be	a	shame	to	abandon	it	now.	Besides,	I
doubt	 the	 refugees	 who’ve	 already	 built
their	homes	in	the	green	zones	are	eager
to	relocate	again.”

“Ah,	so	you	want	me	to	stay	up	here
terraforming	 forever,	 millions	 of	 miles
from	 you?”	 Mateo	 furrowed	 his	 brows
together	in	the	false-angry	expression	he
used	when	he	was	teasing.	When	he	was
actually	 angry,	 his	 face	 would	 go
expressionless	 and	 cold.	 Rajiv	 hadn’t
seen	 that	 look	 in	 seven	 or	 eight	 years,
when	 a	 bioengineering	 intern
miscataloged	 the	 vegetable	 seeds	 from
one	of	Mateo’s	planting	trials.
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“Not	at	all,	and	you	know	that.	I	miss
being	with	you.”	The	last	time	they	saw—
and	felt—each	other	 in	person	had	been
during	 a	 two-week	 vacation	 aboard	 the
Paradise	 civilian	 space	 station	 seven
months	earlier.	 It	was	seven	months	too
long.

“The	 TTASS	 doesn’t	 do	 it	 for	 you?
Sure	 seemed	 to	 work	 well	 enough
Saturday	 night.”	 Mateo	 winked
mischievously.

“Did	 it?	 I	 can	 hardly	 remember.”
Rajiv’s	 eyes	 wandered	 to	 the	 three-foot
metallic	 strips	 spaced	 evenly	 along	 the
walls	 around	his	bed.	Back	when	he	got
his	relocation	notice,	it	had	been	Mateo’s
ingenious	 idea	 to	 adapt	 the	 common
piece	 of	 lab	 equipment	 for	 use	 as	 a	 sex
toy.	The	TTASS—or	temperature,	texture
and	 shape	 simulator—used	 a
combination	 of	 probes	 and	 ultra–high-
frequency	 sonar	 to	 map	 three-
dimensional	 images,	 then	 convert	 them
into	coded	impulses	similar	to	the	nerve
signals	that	dart	from	skin	to	brain	when
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a	 person	 touches	 something.	 The
impulses	 traveled	 to	 an	 individual’s	 rig
and	then	to	their	brain	port,	where	it	was
converted	back	into	nerve	signals.

And	hence,	the	illusion	of	touch.
The	 TTASS	monitors	 around	 Rajiv’s

bed	 had	 warp	 generators	 and	 receivers,
meaning	 they	 could	 relay	 Rajiv’s	 shape
and	 texture	 to	 and	 from	Mateo’s	TTASS
set-up	 almost	 instantly.	 Lips,	 cocks,
hands,	 hair:	 thanks	 to	 the	 wonders	 of
technology,	 all	 could	 be	 felt	 across	 the
vast	 space	 between	 them.	 And	 if	 Rajiv
ignored	 the	 occasional	 half-second
delays	and	the	fact	that	he	couldn’t	smell
his	 lover’s	 skin	 or	 taste	 his	 sweat,	 it	 felt
almost	 real—real	 enough	 that	 Rajiv’s
cock	 felt	 tender	 Sunday	 morning	 from
the	 pounding	 Mateo’s	 virtual	 ass	 had
given	it	Saturday	night.

Rajiv’s	 cock	 twitched.	 He	 palmed	 it
instinctively.

Mateo	 grinned.	 “You	 sure	 look	 like
you	remember	Saturday	night.”

Heat	 flushed	 through	 Rajiv’s	 chest,
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peaking	 his	 nipples.	 “I	 might	 need	 to
access	 my	 brain	 port	 again	 for	 a
reminder.”

“Again?	 How	 many	 times	 have	 you
revisited	it	already?”

“Oh,	 maybe	 once	 or	 twice.”	 Rajiv
undid	the	top	two	buttons	of	his	uniform
shirt	 before	 pulling	 it	 off	 over	 his	 head
and	tossing	it	to	the	floor.	He	moved	his
left	hand	back	to	his	groin,	his	right	hand
beginning	 a	 series	 of	 lazy	 figure	 eights
over	 one	 of	 his	 nipples.	 “But	 I’d	 rather
create	 new	 memories	 with	 you	 than
relive	old	ones.	Unless…work	calls?”

“I	 wouldn’t	 be	 dressed	 like	 this	 if
work	called,	sweetheart.	I’m	all	yours	for
as	 long	as	 you	need	me.	 I	need	 to	make
up	for	all	the	interrupted	calls	this	week,
don’t	 you	 think?”	 Mateo	 had	 recently
moved	 to	 a	 new	 outpost	 to	 begin	 the
process	 of	 terraforming	 previously
untouched	land,	and	like	always	in	these
cases,	 it	 took	 time	 to	 get	 all	 the
telecommunications	 equipment	 set	 up
properly.	 He	 stood	 and	 walked	 toward
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the	 window,	 his	 bulge	 seeming	 to	 grow
with	 every	 step—though	 perhaps	 the
jouncing	 just	 made	 it	 look	 bigger.
Whatever	 the	 case,	 Rajiv’s	 cock	 grew	 in
sympathy.

The	 view	 outside	 Mateo’s	 window
was	of	barren	red	dirt	littered	with	rocks.
It	 didn’t	 look	 much	 more	 inviting	 than
the	 desert	 plains	 outside	 Old	 Chicago,
and	yet	Rajiv	longed	to	be	there.	A	sense
memory	of	their	first	kiss	skittered	across
Rajiv’s	 lips;	 he’d	 been	 casually	 brushing
the	rusty	Martian	dirt	from	Mateo’s	hair
when	Mateo	had	turned	to	him	and	said,
“Every	 time	 I	 look	 at	 you,	 I	 want	 to	 do
this,”	and	leaned	in.

Mateo’s	mouth	had	been	a	revelation
—warm	and	rich,	with	the	iron	overtones
that	permeated	everything	on	Mars,	but
also	 a	 hundred	 subtle	 things	 that
reminded	 Rajiv	 of	 Earth:	 nitrogen	 and
green	 grass,	 salt	 and	 marigolds,	 ocean
and	blue	sky.

“You	 taste	 Earthy,”	 Rajiv	 had	 said
when	Mateo	had	pulled	away.
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“Is	 that	 a	 good	 thing,	 or	 does	 that
mean	we’re	better	off	as	friends?”

“It’s	 the	 best	 thing	 I	 can	 imagine,”
Rajiv	 answered,	 pulling	 Mateo	 in	 for
another	kiss.

Now,	 on	 the	 planet	 he’d	 sorely
missed,	Rajiv	wanted	nothing	more	than
to	be	back	on	Mars.

“Don’t	think	I	can’t	see	you	checking
out	 the	 landscape	 as	 much	 as	 you’re
checking	 out	 this	 view,”	 Mateo	 said,
playfully	 tugging	at	his	dick	 through	 the
gray	flannel.

“Sorry.”	 Rajiv	 blushed.	 “You	 know
how	 soil	 scientists	 are.	Minds	 always	 in
the	dirt.”

“Well,	 let’s	 think	 about	 a	 different
kind	 of	 dirty.”	Mateo	 pulled	 the	 curtain
shut.	In	the	absence	of	Martian	sunlight,
the	 holographic	 relay	 recalibrated	 the
color	 balance,	 and	 his	 skin	 was	 now
closer	 to	 the	 shade	 Rajiv	 remembered,
similar	 to	 the	 sandstone	 rocks	 common
in	 this	 part	 of	 the	 Upper	 Midwest.	 Of
course,	 maybe	 Rajiv	 was	 remembering

PR
EV

IE
W



things	 wrong,	 and	 only	 thought	 Mateo
was	 the	 color	 of	 sandstone	 because	 he
saw	 sandstone	 every	day,	 and	didn’t	 see
Mateo.	Not	in	person,	at	least.

“You	know,	Mateo,	 I	 look	at	Martian
dirt	 with	 longing	 because	 that’s	 where
you	are.”

“I	 know.	 I	 miss	 you,	 too.”	 Mateo’s
expression	 went	 soft	 as	 he	 returned	 to
his	 chair.	 “Only	 a	 month	 until	 vacation
though,	 and	 a	 year	 after	 that	 your
assignment	 is	 up.	Maybe	 you’ll	 get	 sent
back	here,	or	they’ll	ship	me	down	there.
Being	on	Earth	wouldn’t	be	the	worst	fate
in	the	universe.”

Rajiv’s	heart	flipped	in	his	chest.	“But
you	love	Mars.	And	your	work.	And—”

“I	 love	 Earth,	 too.	 And	 I	 love	 you
more	than	both	planets	combined.”

“Next	 thing	 I	 know,	 you’ll	 tell	 me
you’d	 live	 on	 a	 space	 station	 again	 as
long	as	you	could	be	with	me.”

“Of	course	I	would.	Or	one	of	Jupiter’s
moons.”

“Those	moons	are	awfully	cold.”
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“You’d	keep	me	warm	enough.”
“Now	you’re	just	sweet-talking	me.”
Mateo	 sat	 down	 across	 from	 Rajiv

and	leaned	forward,	close	enough	that	if
this	were	all	 real,	Rajiv	would	have	been
able	to	smell	Mateo’s	warm	breath	as	he
spoke	the	next	words:	“I	wish	brain	ports
could	 record	 emotions	 so	 I	 could
download	 mine	 and	 send	 them	 to	 you.
Then	you’d	really	know	how	serious	I	am.
If	 Jupiter	 was	 the	 only	 way	 we	 could
spend	 our	 next	 assignment	 together,	 I’d
go	there	in	a	heartbeat.”

Rajiv	knew	 it	was	 true.	He	could	see
it	 in	Mateo’s	 brown	 eyes	 and	 hear	 it	 in
his	voice.	“I	love	you,	Mateo.”	Rajiv	would
have	said	even	more,	but	he	was	at	a	loss
for	words.	He	wasn’t	at	a	loss	for	feelings,
though.	They	flooded	him,	from	his	heart
to	 his	 surging	 hard-on.	 Funny	 how
feeling	 so	 head-over-heels	 in	 love	 could
make	him	so	damn	horny.

“I	love	you	too.	Let	me	show	you	how
much.”	 Mateo	 reached	 out,	 tracing	 his
avatar’s	ghostly	hands	from	Rajiv’s	chest
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to	 his	 belly.	 He	 stopped	 abruptly	 above
Rajiv’s	 waistband,	 as	 if	 he’d	 only	 just
realized	 they	 weren’t	 together	 in	 the
same	room.

“Allow	me.”	 But	 Rajiv	 tended	 to	 get
clumsy	 when	 he	 was	 twitterpated,	 and
ended	 up	 fumbling	 with	 his	 fly	 for	 a
frustrating	 length	 of	 seconds	 before
Mateo	 reminded	 him	 to	 take	 a	 deep
breath.	 “The	way	 I	get	 sometimes,	 you’d
think	zippers	were	rocket	science,”	Rajiv
muttered	 self-effacingly	 when	 he	 finally
succeeded,	 lifting	 his	 ass	 from	 the	 chair
to	shuck	off	his	trousers	and	briefs	in	one
fell	swoop.

“God,	 you’re	 gorgeous.”	 Mateo
tugged	 at	 the	 waistband	 of	 his	 own
sweatpants,	stretching	them	out	over	his
protruding	 erection	 before	 pulling	 them
down.	 He	 soothed	 his	 erection	 with	 his
right	 hand	 as	 he	 continued	 gazing	 at
Rajiv.	“If	you	turn	on	your	TTASS	and	let
me	 take	 you	 to	 bed,	 I’ll	 share	 a	 surprise
with	you.”

“Oh?	What?”
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“Something	you’ll	love.”
It	 wasn’t	 like	 Rajiv	 needed

convincing.	He	 removed	his	 rig	 from	his
earlobe	 for	 another	 iris	 scan	 as	 he
commanded	 the	 TTASS	 system	 to
launch.

Mateo’s	 image	 abruptly	 evaporated,
then	 coalesced	 on	 Rajiv’s	 bed.	 Beneath
him,	the	shadow	of	his	government-issue
cot	 was	 half-visible	 like	 an	 old	 piece	 of
cellophane	 superimposed	 onto	 Rajiv’s
mattress.	 Mateo,	 however,	 appeared
nearly	solid	as	he	propped	himself	up	on
one	elbow,	a	come-hither	look	in	his	eyes.
And	 soon	 he	would	 feel	 solid,	 too,	 once
the	TTASS	relay	connected.

“Fuck	 me	 tonight?”	 Mateo	 said.	 “I
miss	the	feel	of	you	inside	me.”

“Whatever	 you	 want,	 as	 long	 as	 it
involves	kissing.”

“Of	 course	 it	 will.”	 Mateo	 smiled
coyly	 as	he	opened	his	mouth	 to	 slide	 a
shimmering,	 sleeve-shaped	 sensor	 over
his	 tongue.	 Rajiv	 opened	 the	 drawer	 of
his	 bedside	 console	 to	 pull	 out	 a
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matching	 device,	 surprised	 as	 always	 by
how	 light	 it	 was	 and	 how	 it	 seemed	 to
disappear	as	soon	as	he	rolled	it	onto	his
tongue.

Rajiv	 sank	 down	 onto	 the	 bed	 then
and	 traced	 a	 finger	 over	 Mateo’s	 chest.
He	felt	only	air,	but	as	he	continued	with
the	 motions,	 Mateo	 seemed	 to	 solidify
under	his	 touch.	The	 first	 sensation	was
of	 muscles,	 hard	 and	 defined.	 Then	 he
noticed	 the	 soft,	 smooth	 skin	 that
covered	 them,	 and	 how	Mateo’s	 areolas
were	thinner	and	more	delicate,	and	the
nipples	 at	 the	 center	 were	 almost	 like
silicone—both	 supple	 and	 stiff	 at	 once.
Last,	 he	 discerned	 the	 wiry	 black	 hairs
that	 dusted	 Mateo’s	 chest,	 each	 as
delicate	and	 insubstantial	as	a	 strand	of
spider	 silk,	 and	 yet	 still	 there.	 Or	 so
Rajiv’s	 sense	 of	 touch	 told	 him,	 despite
his	mind	knowing	better.

Mateo’s	 breath	 picked	 up,	 and	 a
moment	 later	 he	 shuddered	 out	 a	 soft,
“Oh.”

“Feel	good?”	Rajiv	said.
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“Always	 feels	 good	 when	 you	 touch
me.”	Mateo’s	eyes	grew	dark	and	his	cock
twitched,	beckoning.

Rajiv	 couldn’t	 resist	 the	 invitation.
He	 trailed	 his	 hand	 down	warm	 skin	 to
that	even	hotter	phallus,	as	hard	as	clay
in	his	grip	and	with	a	surface	smooth	as
glass.	 He	 slid	 his	 fist	 up	 its	 length	 and
Mateo	 let	 out	 another	 groan,	 a	 bead	 of
precome	forming	at	his	tip.

“I	 wish	 I	 could	 taste	 you.”	 Rajiv
leaned	 into	 Mateo,	 kissing	 along	 his
jawline	 until	 he	 was	 at	 his	 lips.	 “And
smell	you,	too.	God,	I	miss	smelling	you.”

“But	you	can.”
“You	 know	 I	 ca—”	 Rajiv’s	 “can’t”

wasn’t	 fully	 formed	before	the	scents	hit
his	 brain:	 Mateo’s	 skin	 and	 pungent
sweat,	the	spicy	bouquet	of	his	soap	and
deodorant,	 the	 aroma	 of	 that	 odd-
wonderful	 lemon-flavored	 toothpaste
Mateo	 preferred,	 the	 iron	 tang	 of	 the
Martian	air.

Rajiv	 pulled	 back	 in	 shock.	 “What?
How?”
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“Apparently	a	brain	port	can	deal	 in
more	 than	 touch,	 vision,	 and	 sound	 if	 it
has	 the	 right	 programming.	 One	 of	 my
colleagues	 here	 at	 the	 outpost	 told	 me
about	programs	for	other	senses,	so	I	had
her	 hack	 into	 mine.	 She	 enabled	 it	 to
record	olfactory	memories.	So	 I’ve	spent
the	last	day	and	a	half	sniffing	myself	for
you.	 And	 using	 olfactory	 probes	 for
places	my	nose	 can’t	 reach,	 if	 you	know
what	I	mean.”

Rajiv	was	too	overwhelmed	to	speak.
All	he	could	do	was	show	his	gratitude	by
kissing	 Mateo.	 The	 lemon	 scent	 was
stronger	now,	but	 it	was	more	 than	 just
lemon.	 It	 was	 saliva	 and	 tooth	 calcium
and	 a	 thousand	 indescribable	 flavors
that	 Rajiv	 had	 almost	 forgotten	 these
past	eight	months.

It	was	Mateo,	and	it	was	delicious.
Blood	 surged	 into	 Rajeev’s	 cock.	 “I

could	 just	 sit	 here	 and	 smell	 you	 all
night,”	he	finally	said	when	the	language
center	 of	 his	 brain	 started	 to	 catch	 up
with	his	emotions.

PR
EV

IE
W



Mateo—or	Mateo’s	avatar,	which	felt
more	 like	 the	 actual	Mateo	 than	 it	 ever
had	 before—wiped	 his	 hands	 across
Rajiv’s	face.	Only	then	did	Rajiv	notice	his
own	cheeks	were	covered	in	tears.

“I	 didn’t	 mean	 to	 make	 you	 sad,”
Mateo	 said.	 “It	 was	 supposed	 to	 be	 a
happy	surprise.”

“I’m	 not	 sad.	 It’s	 the	 best	 kind	 of
crying,	I	swear.”

“Like	 when	 I	 asked	 you	 to	 marry
me?”

Rajiv	 nodded.	 He	 honestly	 wasn’t
much	 of	 a	 crier,	 or	 at	 least	 he	 hadn’t
thought	he	was	until	he	 fell	 in	 love	with
Mateo.	 That	 proposal	 in	 the	 purple
Martian	 sunset	 had	 sure	 opened	 the
floodgates,	and	Rajiv	had	never	been	able
to	 keep	 them	 fully	 closed	 since.	 “What
can	I	say?	You	make	me	all	verklempt.”

“If	 you	 think	 you’re	 verklempt	 now,
wait	 until	 I’m	 done	 with	 you.”	 Mateo
trailed	 kisses	 down	 neck	 and	 chest,	 his
scent	 fading	 as	 he	 moved	 farther	 down
Rajiv’s	 body.	 He	 settled	 between	 Rajiv’s
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legs	and	 licked	a	stripe	 from	his	balls	 to
his	foreskin.

Rajiv	 shuddered.	 But	 as	 good	 as	 the
sensation	 felt,	 it	 wasn’t	 what	 Rajiv
wanted.	Now	 that	 he	 had	 the	 chance	 to
smell	 Mateo	 again,	 he	 needed	 to	 get
drunk	on	 it.	 “You’re	 too	 far	away.	 I	have
to	 smell	 you	 some	 more.”	 He	 shuffled
down	 the	 bed	 to	 bury	 his	 nose	 in	 those
places	where	Mateo	must	have	relied	on
probes	 rather	 than	 his	 own	 nose:	 the
downy,	 soap-scented	 nest	 of	 his	 pubic
hair;	 the	 slightly	 musky	 skin	 under	 his
balls;	his	sweat-sheened	crack.	He	flicked
out	his	 tongue,	 laving	 it	 against	Mateo’s
pucker,	 relishing	 in	 the	 tang	of	 skin	and
perspiration	as	much	as	the	silken	feel	of
it	against	his	mouth.

Mateo	wrapped	his	 fingers	 in	Rajiv’s
hair,	 pulling	 him	 closer,	 whimpering	 as
Rajiv’s	 tongue	 pressed	 against	 his
opening.

Time	stopped,	or	the	meaning	of	it,	at
least.	 Mateo	 overtook	 Rajiv’s	 senses—
touch,	 vision,	hearing,	 smell.	Rajiv	 could
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swear	 he	 even	 tasted	 his	 lover,	 though
maybe	 it	 was	 a	 trick	 of	 the	 combined
warmth	and	sweet	odors	that	seemed	to
emanate	from	Mateo’s	avatar.

Rajiv	 didn’t	 care	 if	 it	 was	 a	 trick.	 It
was	 the	 most	 beautiful	 kind	 of	 illusion,
connecting	 two	 people	 separated	 by
miles	of	cold	space.

Rajiv	 moved	 up,	 taking	 one	 of
Mateo’s	 balls	 into	 his	 mouth	 as	 he
worked	a	 finger	 into	Mateo’s	ass.	He	 felt
nothing	 at	 first	 around	 his	 finger—no
tightness,	 no	 slick	 warmth,	 no	 silken
muscle	 pressing	 against	 his	 skin—but
that	 didn’t	 surprise	 him.	 He’d	 hardly
expected	Mateo	would	have	started	their
call	with	 a	 sensory	 probe	 already	 inside
his	body.

But	 after	 a	 moment	 he	 felt	 Mateo’s
hand	 alongside	 his,	 a	 slim	 probe
extending	 from	 his	 grip.	 Mateo	 opened
his	legs	farther,	sliding	the	probe	in	next
to	 Rajiv’s	 finger.	 Oh.	 Mateo	 seemed	 to
materialize	 suddenly	 around	 him,	 the
muscles	of	his	ass	clenching	in	time	with
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Rajiv’s	heart.
They	 made	 love	 slowly,	 kissing	 and

touching,	 Rajiv	 inhaling	 his	 lover	 like
oxygen.	 “You’re	 with	me,”	 he	 whispered
into	 Mateo’s	 skin.	 He	 smelled	 his	 own
sweat	 mingling	 with	 Mateo’s,	 their
breaths	fusing,	the	musk	of	their	arousal
melding	 into	a	heady	perfume.	 “You	 feel
so—”	 Rajiv	 choked	 on	 the	word,	 unable
to	 say	 any	more	 as	his	 orgasm	coiled	 at
the	base	of	his	spine.

“Do	it,	Rajiv.	I’m	with	you.”
Rajiv	 came	 hard,	 his	 vision	 going

spotty	 with	 colored	 dots	 the	 way	 it	 did
when	 he	 transitioned	 from	 the	 black	 of
outer	 space	 to	 a	 planet’s	 sun-drenched
surface.	 He	 heard	 Mateo	 cry	 out,	 felt
warm	semen	splatter	onto	his	belly—and
even	though	he	knew	logically	that	it	was
his	own,	 it	 felt	 like	Mateo	was	 tattooing
his	name	into	Rajiv’s	skin.

“Holy	 Eros,”	 Mateo	 said	 sometime
later,	 when	 he’d	 caught	 his	 breath
enough	 to	 speak.	 They	 were	 both	 back-
flat	 on	 the	 bed,	 their	 hands	 clasped
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loosely	 between	 them.	 “We	 haven’t	 had
sex	like	that	since….”

“Since	 we	 last	 saw	 each	 other	 in
person.”

“Yeah,”	 Mateo	 squeezed	 Rajiv’s
fingers.	 “God,	 I	 miss	 you	 so	 much
sometimes.	 I	 have	 no	 idea	 how	 people
did	 long-distance	 relationships	 before
warp-speed	 communications.	 Imagine
communicating	 by	 radio	 waves.	 The
signal	 delay	 would	 be,	 what,	 thirteen
minutes?	 That	 would	 either	 make	 for
very	 awkward	 or	 very	 lengthy	 virtual
sex.”

Rajiv	 chuckled.	 “I	 think	 they	 mostly
wrote	letters	and	pined.”

“I’m	glad	we	don’t	have	to	do	that.	At
least	not	all	the	time.”

Rajiv	turned	onto	his	side	and	looked
into	 his	 husband’s	 eyes.	 Mateo’s	 pupils
weren’t	 so	 wide	 now,	 and	 at	 this	 angle
the	 hologram	 made	 his	 brown	 irises	 a
liquidy	 amber,	 like	 two	 gold	 wedding
bands.	“Well,	I	do	pine	for	you	quite	a	bit.
But	right	now,	I’m	the	opposite	of	pining.
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I	feel…content.”
Mateo	 smiled.	 “You’re	 really	 here

with	me,	aren’t	 you?	 I	mean,	 I	 know	 I’m
on	Mars	 and	 you’re	 on	Earth,	 but…”	He
pressed	his	hand	to	 the	center	of	Rajiv’s
chest,	 just	 above	 his	 beating	 heart.
“Here.”

Rajiv	 returned	 the	 gesture.	 His
husband’s	 skin	 was	 warm,	 and	 he	 felt
Mateo’s	 heart	 thumping	 beneath	 it.
“Always.	You’re	my	home.”
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