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To save the future, she must turn to the past . . .


San Francisco, Year 3377. A deadly virus has taken the world by storm. Scientists are desperately working to develop a vaccine. And Robin Johnson - genius, high-functioning, and perhaps a little bit single-minded - is delighted. Because, to cure the disease, she’s given the chance to travel back in time.


But when Robin arrives at the last Ice Age hoping to stop the virus at its source, she finds more there than she bargained for. And just as her own chilly exterior is beginning to thaw, she realises it’s not only sabre-toothed tigers that are in danger of extinction . . .











To my dogs, past and present. For every book I wrote, you were at my feet - patient, loving, (and sometimes very smelly, especially if you just came bouncing in from outside after rolling in something awful). If I could, I’d go back in time to see you all again: Hessie, the amazing babysitter; Fudge, the protector; Rusty, the best buddy; and Auguste, who now, at 15, is blind, deaf, but not dumb (he barks at me when he thinks it’s time to eat): best dog ever. The neighbours all greet him with enthusiasm when we’re out for a walk - and


then, as an afterthought, add, ‘Oh, and hi, Jenny’.












Glossary


Some Chinese swear words


bèn dàn: a ‘stupid egg’, this term is used to call someone a fool/idiot/moron/etc.


wang ba: this can be translated roughly as ‘bastard’.


wocao (or wo cao): ‘Holy shit!’, alternatively, ‘fucking awesome!’


sha bi: cunt


ta ma de: the English equivalent of ‘fuck’, ‘shit’, or ‘damn it’.


Some French swear words


merde: shit, damn – used extensively and for every frustrating situation


con, conne: stupid, cunt


putain(e): literally a whore, but can mean anything from ‘shit’ or ‘shitty’, to ‘incredible’ or even ‘awesome’.


Yah’s vocabulary


Makii: wolf


Nashdotso: smilodon


Shika: help


Shissi: sorry


Ahoh: yes


Ee: small, young


Adeez: family


Aki: where


Ako: this place/here


Some technology


Comlink – the comlink is the base for all the wearable technology, including the vitapak. It is usually worn on the wrist and can look like a small watch. Watches are obsolete – we all use comlinks. They also tell time and have calendars and agendas. You can wear the comlink like a bracelet, a ring, a necklace, or even implant it in your skin somewhere. The coolest ones are super-flat, are worn under the skin, and can imitate any tattoo design you want. The comlink communicates with all the technologies you use, including the floating screen.


Vidcam (also referred to as hovercam, since most of them fly) – records, photographs, communicates. Most are about the size of a hummingbird. The more sophisticated ones are the size of a fly. You program them and control them with your comlink, and you see the pictures they take on your floating screen.


Floating screen – A projected 3-D image from a vidcam that floats in the air. The screen can be transmitted via comlink. The vidcam doing the filming can be many kilometres away from its floating screen.


Vitapak – also called health packs, also called blood suckers. Handy things that give medicine, cut, cauterize, diagnose, X-ray – well, some do all those things. Like most healthcare, the vitapak’s performance depends on how much you can pay, and most people only have the basic vitapak, which only takes your blood pressure and temperature. The vitapak communicates and works with a medbot, which looks like a giant spider. The medbot has taken the place of human doctors and surgeons.









PART I




HAMLET:


Let us go in together,


And still your fingers on your lips, I pray.


The time is out of joint – O cursèd spite,


That ever I was born to set it right!


Nay, come, let’s go together.


Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act 1, Scene 5, 186-190












Chapter One


‘Fleas cause typhus. More precisely, cat and opossum fleas. But it’s far easier to blame immigrants. After all, the main victims of typhus are the homeless, those living in squalor, and those who cannot escape the proximity of infected animals. So, point at the poor immigrant. After all, it would be economically impossible to control fleas, whereas if you stir up enough fear in the population towards immigrants, all you have to do is build a wall.’


~ Excerpt from ‘Environmental risk and typhus in the late twentieth century’, Robin Johnson, Center for Environmental Biology and Ecosystem Studies, Tempus University, Berkeley, Western State of California, in BMC Infectious Diseases Microbiology. 3370 March 6; 30(3):204-208.


‘The major clinical signs and symptoms of this new typhus (now referred to as Typhus-77) are disturbing: an acute and high fever, thrombocytopenia, leukopenia, elevated serum hepatic enzyme levels, gastrointestinal symptoms, and multiple organ failure, with a death rate of ~100%. It can infect animals as well as humans, and we suggest declaring this a national emergency in order to free funds to develop a vaccine as soon as possible. In the meantime, further clinical, epidemiologic, and laboratory research is needed to better understand the transmission dynamics of this pathogen, if possible, going back as far as possible in time to get samples.’


~ Excerpt from a letter from Professor Powell, Center for Environmental Biology and Ecosystem Studies, to the head of the Health Technology R&D Project of the Ministry of Health and Welfare, Anchorage, Western State of California. 22 December, 3377.


The following are notes from the dossier of Robin Johnson, presented to the Court of Time Travel and Technology. 1 May, 3378:


If I’m to tell everything about the trip back to time and its aftermath – the reason for the voyage, why I was chosen for the trip, and who got killed – I have to start at the beginning. As my boss, Dr Powell, would say: ‘You have to know the background of anything before you can put it into context.’ He was also fond of saying, ‘If you precipitate matters you will not be precise.’ That’s a good saying – and one that I always remember, mostly because Dr Powell said it nearly every day. I will therefore take my time and explain everything fully.


I was a researcher for the Center for Environmental Biology and Ecosystem Studies at the Tempus University time travel lab. Just for the record, and because I am precise, I will state that Dr Powell was against my going back in time. Dr Powell and I had been working together for ten years, since I started my Masters programme. Dr Powell’s wife told me, in the beginning, that no one had lasted more than six months working with him, but that I would surely learn a lot and should take the job anyhow. She had been doing the job interviews since his last (twelfth) assistant had quit and the department had decided that maybe Dr Powell shouldn’t be doing his own hiring. He tended to take brilliant but sensitive students and proceed to demolish them. Mrs Powell thought that I would probably last a little longer than the others, since I don’t take anything personally. She was astounded when I lasted a year, after two years she started referring to me as ‘a wonder’, and after ten years, I’d pretty much been adopted as their surrogate daughter. Dr Powell stopped ranting after about three years – seeing it didn’t affect me – and started to take me to conferences. After five years, he promoted me from assistant to collaborator (not that it made a wink of difference in my salary or status at the university). Dr Powell and I spent every working day together, and to tell the truth, I admired him immensely, so when he yelled at me I’d simply agree with everything he said. He was right, I was wrong, and since I never argued, we got along fine.


My job consisted mainly of identifying environmental threats, but Dr Powell often lent me out to different programmes, which was how I landed at the Page Museum helping with their studies of pathogens of sabre-toothed tigers. They went extinct very quickly, and the Center wanted me to identify, if possible, the reason. From there, my name came up for a time-travel program that centred around smilodons – it wasn’t precisely my speciality, but there weren’t any Tempus U scientists with much knowledge about smilodons at that time.


There was another, more pressing reason for the trip as well. A new disease resembling typhus, but not responding to any of the typhus treatments, had started to ravage the continent. As an environmental threat specialist, my thesis had been on typhus. I’d written so many papers on the subject that when the new sickness appeared I got flagged right away. What happened was I had a hypothesis that the disease came from the last ice age and was now making a comeback, aided by global warming. Several of the smilodon skulls had tested positive for this new disease, now called Typhus-77 because it was first identified in the year 3377. The symptoms and vectors were similar to typhus, but it was far more deadly and was viral, not bacterial.


When I was chosen for the program, Dr Powell begged me to reconsider. If he had put his foot down and told me I couldn’t go, I would have listened. But being told to reconsider isn’t the same thing as being forbidden. I reconsidered everything, and decided I’d still like to do it. I’d been watching historians and scientists go back in time for ten years now, and I admit, I was curious.


Tempus University has many lucrative time-travel programs, which is good – because time travel is incredibly expensive. Historians go back in time for 24 hours and take holograms and bring back recordings of famous people. Scientists go back for two weeks and bring back holograms, recordings, and samples. Mostly, the programs I work on are based on the medical and ecological, with a big part about studying the evolution of pathogens. We do a lot of viral and bacterial research and research on plants and animals, which is why, when we send scientists back, they go in pairs. They need a lot of equipment. It can be dangerous.


In January, I had just completed a study on the possible causes of extinction of the sabre-toothed tiger based on the many fossils found in the La Brea tar pits. Page Museum had donated most of the samples, and they had also put in a demand for a holo film to be shown at the museum as part of the exhibit. It was a fairly common demand – immersive holograms from the past was how Tempus University met most of its funding requirements. Tempus was picky about what jobs they would accept, but this passed the vetting process with no trouble. A holo film starring sabre-toothed tigers and perhaps some other extinct animals: dire wolves, giant sloths, and hopefully a mammoth. And I would go and gather samples.


Here’s where it gets tricky. As the long Pleistocene Age drew to a close, many of the highly successful large mammals began to go extinct. Huge herds of bison, mastodons, mammoths, horses, giant deer, and camels had grazed in North America, and sabre-toothed tigers and dire wolves preyed upon them. Then, somewhere around 10,000 BCE, they all vanished.


The animals we wanted to observe lived until about twelve to thirteen thousand years ago. We could only go back roughly twelve thousand years. No matter how hard the Time Sender tried, they could never get past the barrier of twelve thousand years. It wasn’t a clear-cut number, but every single time traveller sent back further than that disappeared without a trace. In the Americas, twelve thousand years ago, things were happening that would affect the entire continent. The Ice Age was finished, but a period of bitter cold had reappeared and, for some reason, large animals were going extinct at incredible rates.


Human beings appeared on the scene at this time too, but my speciality was flora and fauna – so I only had a vague idea of the different cultures that had migrated from Eurasia over the land bridges in the far north. Homo sapiens has not changed much anatomically over the last 120,000 years, but it has undergone a massive cultural evolution. To avoid culture shock and undue influence on the future, anyone sent back was absolutely forbidden to come into contact with Palaeolithic people, so our mission consisted of getting samples, filming the animals, and – most importantly – avoiding contact with other humans.


When Professor Daws, the head of Palaeolithic Time Travel Studies, suggested that I might like to take the trip back, I was astonished. But he and the Page Museum rep both felt I was just the person to collect the most samples in the least amount of time. Our trip, being one of the most risky because of the distance to the past, couldn’t last more than a week. They needed someone who wouldn’t get distracted by anything not related to the matter at hand. I’d be accompanied by another scientist whose job would be to work with me (of course) but also to film and direct the survival side of the mission because I hadn’t completed all the survival courses for such a trip, which was another reason Dr Powell was so set against me going.


A certain number of survival courses were recommended even though most time travellers didn’t qualify as survival experts. However, the further back in time you go, the more dangerous it can be. In our day, the animals around us have evolved alongside humans for such a long time that their actions are nearly always predictable. Humans have come to recognize what is a threat and what is not. But twelve thousand years ago, animals had just come into contact with humans and there were no set courses of action. When we see a wolf and it raises its hackles and snarls, we know it’s threatening us. We back off. But it’s taken thousands of years for wolves to be able to communicate with humans that way. We don’t know that dire wolves had the same indications for threat. We don’t even know how a sloth, or a camel, or a giant beaver would react upon coming face to face with a human.


Or how a sabre-toothed tiger would.









Chapter Two


23 January, 3378


‘I’m not going back in time with her.’


The voice was low, but I heard, and I stopped to listen. Not very polite, but I recognized the speaker, and my skin prickled. Donnell Urbano was in the dean’s office – why?


‘Don’t be—’


The dean’s voice was cut off as Donnell interrupted.


‘I’ll be however the hell I want to be. In this case, I’m telling you right now, there is no way I’m going back in time with her. You can find someone else. That’s my—’


Now it was his turn to get cut off. ‘I will listen to your complaint in full, in two days’ time, after you complete the first exercise together. Then you can express your misgivings and I will be more inclined to listen. Right now, you are basing your refusal on – what are you basing it on, by the way?’


Donnell gave an incredulous laugh, and I leaned closer to hear. ‘You’re kidding, right? Powell’s protégé gets turned loose in the Palaeolithic and you’re wondering why I’m worried? The girl has never been on a time trip before. She’s untrained, untried, and frankly, I find her disconcerting. I’ve read her records. You can’t cure dissociative amnesia. I’ll give her one day. After that, find me a new partner.


I didn’t stick around to hear any more. That wang ba wanted to get rid of me, but I wouldn’t go without a fight. My past had nothing to do with who I was today. He was wrong, I was cured. I’d passed enough psychology tests to prove it. I turned around and headed towards the university’s underground station. I was never above asking for help, and I knew just the person to give it to me. At the station, I got in the pod and chose the destination ‘zoological park’. The doors slid shut and the pod shot through the tunnel while I slouched in my seat and fumed. Disconcerting? I’d show him disconcerting.


At the zoological park I jumped on the monorail and took it straight to the main office. My researcher pass gets me into places you wouldn’t believe. This was one perk. I get to go to museums, zoos, greenhouses, laboratories, and gymnasiums for free. The gymnasiums are to encourage us to stay in shape. Nothing worse than a flabby scientist, says Dr Powell sternly. He’s right. He’s always right.


At the main office I flashed my pass at the receptionist and asked for Jake Powell. He’s Dr Powell’s son, and we’ve known each other since I started working with his father. The girl calling him on the floating screen looked at me with interest. ‘Whom shall I say is calling?’ she asked.


Whom, shall? I almost rolled my eyes. The latest fad was speaking in old-fashioned lingo with Chinese and French swear words mixed in. Forsooth, bèn dàn. ‘Robin,’ I said, and waited as the screen hovered over to me and Jake’s image appeared. He saw me and waved.


‘Be right there, Robin,’ he said.


The girl’s interest sharpened like a laser beam. I understood why. Jake is considered amazingly handsome by most all females. I think he’s handsome too, of course, but I’m uninterested in him as a serious mate. For one thing, I know Jake too well. He’s incapable of commitment. He’s been engaged to the same on-and-off again fiancée for five years now. His on-and-off again fiancée, Helen, has more arguments for marriage than an encyclopedia of engagement quotes. She might be determined, but Jake’s a master at dodging. As soon as she starts planning the ceremony, he finds an excuse to break up. Usually it’s another woman.


When he walked in the room, he gave the receptionist a friendly wave that turned her cheeks scarlet, and gave me a big hug. Then he tousled my hair, which he knows I don’t like, and he asked me what I was doing there.


‘I need your help. I have a survival course in two days and I must pass it with flying colours.’


His eyebrows rose, which they always did when he was surprised. ‘Flying colours, eh? All right. Let’s get some gear, and we’ll hit the campsite.’ He turned to the girl sitting behind her desk, pretending not to listen to us. ‘Call me if I’m needed.’ He took my arm. ‘If you’re talking in clichés, it must be serious. So tell me, what’s going on?’


We headed to the glass walkway that led from the main offices to the centre of the park. ‘I’ve been chosen to go back in time in order to make a wildlife film. It’s a fairly straightforward mission. We set up camp near a site that is well known for attracting large animals. We stay out of sight and film as much of the flora and fauna that we can in a radius of ten kilometres. We avoid contact with people. We collect samples. We pack everything up, make sure we’ve left nothing behind, and take the tractor-beam back on the seventh day.’


‘Sounds easy,’ he agreed. ‘Climate? Season? Terrain?’


‘Cool and possibly rainy. Even snow is a possibility. We are aiming to be there in the early summer, hopefully we’ll be able to film immature as well as mature species.’


‘That’s not what I asked, but all right. Early summer. Cool, chances of snow. Must be high elevation then, right?’


‘No, we will be in California, but the climate was different back then. We think there was a small ice age resulting in either an impact from a meteorite or extreme volcanic activity in northern Europe.’


He frowned. ‘Just how far back are you going?’


‘Twelve thousand years.’


‘Robin!’ He sounded upset. ‘What did my dad say?’


‘He said he wanted me to reconsider. But I did, and I thought it would be a once-in-a-lifetime chance. So I told him. He said he’d hold my job for me. I think he was just making a joke, since I’m owed a year of vacation time, and he always said I could take it any time I wanted. I never had a vacation destination, but now I do. I want to see a sabre-toothed tiger, Jake. Wouldn’t you?’


‘Wocao, yes!’ But he shook his head. ‘I’d love to see one, but I’m not crazy. You are, Robin, if you think you can sneak up on a bunch of wild animals and just start filming. You have no idea what they are capable of, or what they can do.’


‘That’s why we have telephoto lenses on our vidcams. We won’t get anywhere near them. We’ll set up some motion sensors, put cameras around, send some vidcams into the air, and stay safe and sound in our treeblind or hide. When there are no animals around, we go out and gather samples. I’m not stupid. Look, are you going to help me or not?’


We stepped out of the walkway and found ourselves at the top of the stairs leading down to the savannah exhibit. Jake didn’t give me any warning. With a vicious shove, he pushed me down the stairs. I didn’t panic. I just had time to evaluate the angle of my descent so that I could land on my hands and break my fall, but I hit my shoulder on the wall harder than I would have liked. I ended up on my feet, about fifteen steps down from Jake. ‘You always did fight dirty,’ I told him.


His grin didn’t reach his eyes. ‘I haven’t even started yet.’


That’s another thing. Jake’s an expert in self-defence and he’s been training me since we met. I rubbed my shoulder. ‘I’m not here about the survival part of the course. I don’t know how to set up a campsite correctly.’


Jake led me into the park. ‘Your survival is going to depend on your campsite. To set up your tent, first look for mostly level ground. It should be at least slightly higher than surrounding terrain, so rainwater drains away from instead of pooling around it. Try to find a spot free of rocks, roots, dead trees, and mammoth trails.’


‘I’m not planning on camping on a mammoth trail,’ I said.


He stopped and grabbed my arm. ‘We’re not playing anymore. You don’t even know what a mammoth trail looks like. No one does. Just stay away from any area that is worn smooth from lots of traffic. Individual footprints may not show up. You are going to set up a camp that’s going to be your only protection for seven days and nights. You’d better do it right. Stay away from water. Cook, eat, and store your food well away and preferably downwind from your campsite. And when I say well away, I mean it. Change your dining area each day. Don’t eat after dark. Carry a stun gun, set it on high, and sleep with it under your pillow. If something happens and you lose your weapons, keep a fire lit at all times and put long branches into it that you can grab and toss at critters if they get too near. Don’t bring anything that smells like food into the tent with you – I’m talking about lip balm, sunscreen, or toothpaste.’


‘I nodded. ‘Makes sense. Don’t carry anything that has an odour, and bring some scent-block spray. Do you think modern sprays will work?’


‘Who knows.’ Jake sighed. ‘Plan for the worst. Let’s pretend this is your camp area. Can you tell me if there are any animals around, and where you should set up your tent?’


I turned 360° slowly in a clockwise direction, examining the landscape. Then I closed my eyes and stood, listening. I flared my nostrils, but all I could smell was Jake’s cologne. I kept my eyes closed and pushed him downwind from me and started again, inhaling the breeze, listening.


‘You have three minutes,’ he snapped.


I ignored him. I squatted and dug my hands into the dirt, lifted it up and sniffed it deeply. Then I stood and pointed to a small hill. ‘I’d go there first and see if there was a good, level spot with no mammoth tracks on it. Then –’ I dodged a lightning fast kick, then blocked a punch. ‘Cut it out. There are animals around. Over there is a dung heap, but it’s dry and old. The dirt I dug up had a partial footprint in it. It looked feline. But there was no smell. Whatever was here, hasn’t been around in a while. There’s water over there,’ I pointed to a copse of trees. ‘Three birds swooped down into those trees since we’ve been here.’


‘You’re such a wang ba show-off,’ Jake said. ‘But you’re right. There is water over there, there are felines around, and that hill might be a good site. But if you’re wrong . . .’ His voice trailed off.


‘If I’m wrong, I’ll probably get killed. I get that.’


Jake’s mouth got tight, and I recognized the signs of hidden anger and stress. I wasn’t sure why he was feeling either of those things, so I asked him.


‘Don’t you realize what you are about to do?’ He breathed hard through his nose, then nodded towards the trees. ‘Let’s go. I don’t know why I bother. Of course you realize on an intellectual level, but you have no idea, emotionally, what you are getting into. Anyone else would be nervous, terrified, even. You treat it like a . . . a trip to a zoo.’


I thought of what I’d overheard. Donnell Urbano had been speaking out of stress and nerves. I could understand that now. Jake implied I should be afraid. Actually, I was incapable of feeling fear. But I did know anxiety. I was anxious before a test, for example, or when I handed in a paper. Anxiety was linked to the unknown. I chased those thoughts away. Right now, we were looking for a campsite.


‘Over there.’ I pointed to a likely spot. ‘There are no dead trees nearby that could fall in case of high winds. If it rains, the water will not flood my tent. I can set up a security perimeter.’ I looked upwards. ‘It is far enough away from that tree that nothing can climb it and jump onto my tent.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘The tree is over ten metres away!’


‘A puma can easily leap ten metres.’ Jake threw a punch at me, but I blocked it. ‘So where will you set up your tent?’ He feinted, then kicked. I blocked that too, but his next punch caught me on my sore shoulder.


‘Stop hitting me, you fucking sha bi’, I yelled.


Jake took a step back. ‘Did I see an emotion there? Am I finally getting through to you?’


I thought about that. The news about a puma jumping ten metres had thrown me. ‘You provoked me, but you were right.’ I opened my floating screen and pointed to a diagram. ‘Here is the security system I have – what do you suggest?’


‘What can you tell me about it?’


I knew he was just testing me, but I went along. ‘The system was developed for use in areas with dangerous fauna. It consists of a forcefield activated by a portable battery. You set up a perimeter with thin rods, then connect them with an electromagnetic field. You can adjust the strength depending on what is in the area,’ I added.


‘Get two sets,’ he said. ‘Make a double perimeter around your tent. If you have to camp under trees, clear away the branches and add an arc that will cross like this.’ He drew two lines with his finger over the top of the drawing of my tent.


‘If that falls, I’ll get fried,’ I said.


‘Set it up so it can’t fall. You’re going to need something overhead if there are trees around. Think of the forcefield as making an igloo shape over your campsite. Don’t think in two dimensions. Make sure your rods can be adjusted to do this.’


‘Good idea. Will you look over the list of equipment the Time Senders are giving me and tell me if I need anything else?’


He opened the list and scrolled through it. His frown deepened as he read. ‘What is this ta ma de stuff made of? It’s all rapid biodegrade products. What good is that if anything happens, and you outstay your week?’


‘We can only take things that will disappear and not leave a trace in case anything happens to us. You know the rules.’


‘Robin, everything, even a comlink, will disappear eventually. You’re going so far back, you could leave your whole campsite there and no one from the modern world would know.’


I looked at Jake. ‘What about our bodies? Modern medicine has left indelible traces on our teeth, bones – and I don’t agree about our comlinks, or even ourselves, degrading. If we fall into a tar pit, if we get buried in a flash flood – our bodies, our technology, could be found. Traces of single-celled animals have been found as fossils, so don’t you think our gear would show up too? There could be traces left over of our clothing, or even our food. We can’t take any chances. Look, if it will make you feel better, we have special transmitters that we can set off if any emergency occurs. Help can be with us within hours. No scientist has ever been left behind – unlike the correctors.’


He shuddered. ‘I know – what a putain job. Going back in time, knowing you’ll never come back. But historians have been lost.’


‘Only one. And one or two were recovered as dead bodies. I know. I’m not going to lie, it’s not a trip to the zoo.’ I waved my arm at the surrounding forest. ‘But think, Jake. Scientists go back in pairs, we have a backup rescue team in case of need, and we have weapons, modern protection, unlike historians who have to go back and fit in. We rarely have to deal with humans.’


Jake looked up at the sky, then said, ‘Tell me the truth. Is this about the typhus epidemic I’ve been hearing about?’


‘I’m not supposed to talk about it.’ I darted a glance at Jake’s comlink and made a show of turning mine off. He got the hint and turned it off. ‘Yes, it’s about the typhus. Your dad must have told you something. He’s been in touch with scientists in Siberia. They haven’t found anything yet that will help, and I did some tests on the skeletons from the La Brea tar pits. Nothing conclusive.’


‘My father said it was nearly eighty per cent fatal.’


‘Oh, no. Actually, it’s nearly a hundred per cent. It’s some sort of mutant version and it infects animals and humans. There have only been a few cases in humans so far, but . . .’ I broke off and grimaced. ‘You know, the governments haven’t been keeping this a secret, everyone has been remarkably open about this. The only thing that we’re not saying is that we haven’t been able to find a treatment or a vaccine. We’re hoping that when we go back, we’ll find the same disease, or something similar, killed off the big mammals and some of them will have antibodies.’


‘I still don’t want you to go.’


‘That’s too bad, because I’m going.’


Jake sighed. ‘Right. You win. Anyhow, when has anything I’ve ever said or done changed your mind about anything?’


There was only one thing to do. I stepped in, grabbed his thigh between mine, slid my arms under his leg, and lifted – a classic running the pipe move that Jake could have avoided if he’d wanted. Instead, he pulled me after him, rolled over, and crushed me beneath him. The grass was thick enough here to soften our fall, and I didn’t resist. On the contrary, I arched my back, grinding my pelvis into his.


This was not a new game for us. Since we’d known each other, we’d never ignored our mutual attraction. We ended up in bed together on a regular basis – sex with Jake was fantastic, and all he had to do was touch me and I felt a familiar tingle. I groaned in expectation, sliding my hands beneath his shirt, feeling his taut muscles and smooth skin. But this time, instead of kissing me, taking my clothes off, and ravishing me, he pushed me away.


‘Stop, Robin.’


Surprised, I stopped moving. He was still lying on top of me and, according to my knowledge of human anatomy, he was aroused. I felt his hardness against my thigh. ‘What is it? Are you mad at me? What did I do, and what can I do to help?’ This happened often – people often lose their tempers with me, so I was careful to ask what the problem was so we could solve it together. Problem was, I was getting horny too, and that was clouding my thinking process. Usually I tried to keep my body well away from Jake. We had a chemistry that just wouldn’t quit.


He rested his forehead on my shoulder. ‘I already told you. I don’t want to get emotionally involved with you. And when we . . . when . . . When we end up naked, tangled up together, it messes with my head.’


‘You’re being dramatic, Jake Powell. Cut out the, “I don’t want to fall in love with you” bullshit and just fall in fucking love with me. Then we can have a normal relationship where you finally break up with Helen and call me every day, and I tell you you’re my Prince Charming, and we end up married with one point two kids. Of course, then we’ll probably divorce when I find out you’ve been having an affair with your secretary. That’s normal. You telling me you don’t want to fall in love with me, then making mad, passionate love to me, is not normal.’


‘There is nothing normal about you, Robin.’ He moaned then, and shivered, and I didn’t have any problems getting his pants off, getting mine off, and guiding him into me.


Now, I should probably take the time to describe what happened in lurid detail, but let’s just say we were both so turned on by that point that it was probably over before I could finish telling you about it. Afterwards, we got dressed, sat, shoulder to shoulder, and he told me that he would never have an affair with his secretary if we really did get married, and I told him that if he had any intention of marrying me he’d have to first break up with Helen.


He shook his head. ‘Just concentrate on your trip to the past. We’ll talk about this when you get back.’


‘We’ve exhausted the subject,’ I said, and oddly enough I felt a pang of sadness. Right now, I knew Jake was on an ‘off’ phase with the perfectly groomed, tenacious Helen, so I didn’t have any qualms about jumping on him. When he was with her, I stayed away – she and I didn’t appreciate each other. I thought her obsession with clothes and make-up was puerile, and she thought I was a sociopath. We were both right.
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