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Sexus Intermisit

 

The motel was seedy and run down, in need of a paint job and some long-overdue maintenance. The type of place most people instinctively avoided. Graced by a huge, garish neon sign of a cowboy riding a bucking bronco, it was hard to miss. Although I knew it was the right place, I drove past it several times, carefully confirming the address and scoping it out. And yeah, summoning my courage to park my car and get out. The spookiness of the dark, moonless night and blustery spring wind weren’t helping.

The vintage complex dated from the dawn of the era of automobile road trips when it was one of a myriad of single-story motels that lined Colfax Avenue west of Denver. The motel strip had attracted thousands of Midwesterners succumbing to the lure of Colorado’s mountains, but time had taken its toll. Most of the motel’s neighbors had met the wrecking ball, and the few that remained attracted itinerants and the homeless. Or couples renting by the hour.

Maverick picked the place. I’d volunteered my tiny, exorbitantly expensive apartment in Boulder instead, but he was insistent on a room at the 8 Seconds Motel. We’d never met, but if he was anything like his Grindr profile suggested, the night promised to be memorable. Well, an hour or two might be memorable—he made it clear he wasn’t interested in an entire one-night stand. I just wanted to finally lose my virginity. Even an hour would require him not backing out after seeing me. He’d assured me he didn’t mind skinny dorks, so I was hopeful, although I’d been optimistic about hookups in the past only to be left at the altar.

Hell, I’d never even been in the same time zone as the altar. I’d been using Grindr long enough to know most men didn’t drop trou for guys like me. I wasn’t looking for love—you don’t do that by swiping right. I needed some passion. When Maverick unexpectedly surfaced on Grindr and hit me up, I jumped at the opportunity. I wanted to relinquish my crown as the oldest living gay virgin in the 303/720 area code. I was horny and lonely, so hyperbole seemed okay.

Maybe the motel’s garish neon sign appealed to Maverick, who claimed to be a cowboy fresh off the ranch and in town for a couple of days of sex, partying, and…more sex. I hoped he’d soon be mimicking the neon sign, riding my ass and pounding me with the steely erection he’d posted on Grindr. I’d memorized what it looked like within minutes after we connected.

I parked my car, grabbed the six-pack of beer and two joints Maverick told me to bring, and found room 112. The motel was largely deserted, but the lights in 112 were on, and I heard the sounds of a loud television. I steeled myself for the possibility, even the likelihood, that the pictures Maverick posted on Grindr were from fifteen years ago, thirty pounds ago…maybe both. He might look nothing like his profile. But I’d resolved myself to go through with straddling the mattress regardless of what he looked like. My courage was born of being out for four years and failing to experience more than a few bouts of mutual masturbation and disappointing oral sex. I was ready to let whoever was behind the door of room 112 to inaugurate my ass.

Maverick opened the door wearing only boxers and boots. Cowboy boots. My eyes went wide. If anything, the dude’s Grindr pictures didn’t do him justice. He had a broad, pumped chest, a hard, ripped six-pack, and muscular, veiny arms. A swirl of elaborate tattoos decorated his torso. His square jaw was covered by a light scruff that looked precisely trimmed…did authentic cowboys manscape? His black hair was messy, greasy-looking, and on the long side.

He grinned. “Cody? Glad you came, babe.” Taking my head into his hands, he planted a big kiss on my lips. I opened my mouth and in no time he was exploring it with his tongue, one of his hands holding the back of my head while the other drifted down to knead my ass. I was at a disadvantage because I was holding the beer and only had one free hand, but I ran it along his side and back. His flexing muscles and smooth, tight skin were erotic.

We stood in the doorway sucking face for a long time. I wondered if anyone could see us, but Maverick didn’t seem to give a shit. Fuck whoever didn’t like him kissing another man in plain view.

He broke the kiss and gave me a lecherous grin. “I’m fucking horny,” he said, taking the six-pack from me. “Thanks for bringing this.” He butchered the brand name; the tongue that worked wonders in my mouth fumbled over umlauts. “I’m not much on trendy shit. More of a Coors Light man.” Pausing, he asked, “You bring the weed?” Horny or not, he was collecting the price of admission before letting me into the room.

I pulled two joints from my pocket. I was a lightweight when it came to marijuana, but I’d smoked a little during high school and kinda got into pot brownies during my last semester of college. But getting stoned alone depressed me, and I hadn’t gotten high since graduating and starting a job almost a year ago.

I followed Maverick into the dimly lit room. The motel’s management was apparently trying to save money by using nothing but forty-watt bulbs. The way they flittered, they might be twenty-five. Maverick flopped on the bed, still wearing his boots, which had mud on the heels. I took off my shoes and joined him, wondering if I should strip to my underwear too. Since he hadn’t said anything, I left my clothes on. No reason to test whether he’d take one look at my emaciated body and call the whole thing off. He lit a joint, sucking in deeply before passing it to me, and opened a beer, guzzling half of it before opening a second one and handing it to me.

We smoked both joints and killed the six-pack. Actually, Maverick killed the six-pack and did most of the damage on the weed. I had to drive back to Boulder, so I limited myself to a beer along with a couple tokes. Even that gave me a major buzz.

Once stoned, Maverick became chatty. He claimed he was indeed a cowboy, growing up in Wyoming and still working on a ranch there. He told me he was twenty-eight, six years older than me, and ventured to Denver three or four times a year when he tired of fucking the same handful of dudes. Helped along by the booze and dope, my head was spinning, and I had visions of Brokeback Mountain as he went into considerable, mouthwatering detail about cowboy sex.

His talk apparently had gotten him ready. “Why don’t you take your clothes off, kid?” I stripped down to my underwear, praying our hookup wouldn’t end prematurely when he saw me naked. My homely, Alfred E. Newman face—big ears that stuck out too far, flushed red cheeks and a spray of freckles across my nose—hadn’t changed his mind, but my gangly physique might.

Maverick lazily squeezed his cock through his boxers. “Don’t get too many skinny dudes on the ranch. Not since the foreman’s kid split three years ago. He had more muscles at thirteen than you do now. I like a cherry ass, and his was tight. Shame that he became a college boy.” He tsked as if wounded that a twink would make the sorry choice of abandoning a stud for an education.

“Mine’s gotta be tight, too.”

He flashed the same lewd smile I’d seen in the doorway.

He pulled off his boxers, tossing them on the floor. Unlike my soft cock, his dick was semi hard. It was thick and meaty and looked delicious. A cock I never thought I’d get to play with. He cupped his hand around the base, causing it to thicken.

“Why don’t you suck my tits and then give me some head, dude? Nothing better than having a buzz on, getting sucked, and letting your nut build.” He stretched out, put his hands behind his head, and closed his eyes as I crawled on top of him, nuzzling into his chest.

One of his nipples was pierced with a silver barbell and I played with it while licking and sucking his other nipple. “Oh yeah, bite me. Use those teeth.”

I was cautious, nipping at his tit a couple of times, gradually biting harder. He groaned happily before pressing my head toward his junk. I worked my way through his washboard abs, circling his belly button with my tongue. Taking his heavy tool into my hands, I started licking.

My cocksucking experience was modest to say the least, but I was determined to perform like I knew what I was doing. I got his shaft wet with spit, took the head into my mouth, gradually coaxed it into an erection and then worked it down my throat. I gagged involuntarily more than once. That only turned him on. “Yeah, knock yourself out on that cock,” he growled. “Suck it!”

Maverick pulled my underwear down, tracing my ass crack with a long finger. It was good he wasn’t interested in my cock. It was limp. Bizarre, because I’d gotten an erection while looking at his Grindr pictures yesterday and it had persisted for much of the day and night. I’d even gotten hard in the car driving to Denver. Yet my boner took an extended leave once I pulled into the parking lot. Maybe approaching the hookup as a check-the-box chore wasn’t the way to get turned on.

He pulled me off his cock long enough to stick two fingers into my mouth and wet them, and then he shoved my head back on his dick and both fingers into my ass. With my mouth full of cock, I only gurgled. His fingers hurt, not a good sign when his cock was dramatically larger. Perhaps the idea of losing my cherry wasn’t such a great one. I willed my ass to relax and after a while the cowboy’s big fingers felt kinda good. I can do this after all.

“So, you like taking it in the ass?” He continued to poke my hole.

“Uh, huh.” I’d never actually had a cock in my ass, but I wasn’t admitting that embarrassing fact. Getting finger-fucked suggested it might hurt like hell. I resolved to suffer through it anyway, although I feared that resolve would be tested if the stud delivered a brutal fuck. He didn’t have a huge cock, but it wasn’t small either.

“Thought so. Your little boy pussy is super tight. It takes me a long time to cum when I’m drunk and stoned, but your sweet hole might get me off fast. Does it stay this tight even on the third or fourth fuck of the night?”

I had no idea. I was desperate to get to fuck number one. However, the talk about anal sex raised an issue I had to broach. As reluctant as I was, I had to ask Maverick to use a condom.

There was a reason. I was close to only one family member: my Uncle Ben. He’d always been around when I was growing up, buying me my first bicycle and later taking me on long bike trips. We’d gotten even closer after I came out and my parents died. He’d been single as long as I’d known him and when I asked why, he told me about his life mate, Lincoln. Lincoln was a few years older and died of AIDS several years after they met. My uncle had never gotten over losing him. He pleaded with me to always, always use a condom.

“Um, I want you to use a condom. I brought some.”

Maverick frowned. “You’ll like it raw. Nothing like skin-on-skin breeding. And it’s a shame to waste a tight hole by using cheap latex. That’s what dudes use when they’re with whores.”

Shit. I feared this might happen but didn’t have a plan B.

Maybe the cowboy sensed my dilemma and decided to cut me a break. Still finger-fucking my hole, he said, “I could use one the first time. It’s hot seeing a hungry slut slurp cum from a condom after I fill it up. You into eating jizz? You gonna suck every drop of my ball juice out of the rubber?”

I eagerly agreed. I was left to ponder whether Maverick’s reference to the ‘first time’ meant he intended to fuck me more than once tonight or was proposing to hook up again sometime later. Either answer gave me a little thrill. Until he hit me up yesterday, I never thought I’d be in bed with a man as hot as he was. Now he was talking about fucking more than once. Perhaps there was hope for my forlorn love life after all.

What happened next was a blur. I heard the whirring of the room’s electronic door lock, and a blast of cool air hit me as the door opened. Whoever entered had a full-on view of my bare ass hosting Maverick’s fingers and my head buried in his crotch.

Two pairs of hands hauled me off the cowboy’s erection. I glanced left and right to see two policemen. A third cop, a tall, muscular black man whose chest and arms threatened to bust out of his uniform, said to Maverick, “We can take if from here. Thanks for your help.” He pulled a stack of bills from his pocket, and I stared in disbelief, trying to process what was happening.

Maverick wasn’t bothered to be naked and sporting an erection in front of three cops. Or bothered to have been interrupted while getting blown. He got to his feet and took the money, his slick cock bobbing with each step. “Mind I if keep the room tonight? I have three, maybe four tricks lined up.”

“Suit yourself. Hand me Cory’s clothes. We’ll be out of here in a minute.”

None of this made sense. How did the black policemen know my name?

“Uh, you’ve got the wrong guy,” I told him.

He clenched his jaws and glared at me. His long dreadlocks were tied into a ponytail that reached halfway down his back, and his hands were massive. Hell, his entire body was massive. “Cory Montrose, age twenty-two? Residence Boulder, Colorado? Recent University of Colorado graduate? We have exactly who we want.”

“You’ve made a mistake! I haven’t done anything wrong!” I struggled to free myself, but without success.

“We know.”

“I don’t have anything you want!”

“It’s you we want. Inject him Anders. Let’s get moving.” I felt the sharp jab of a needle in the bag of bones that made up my upper arm.

Maverick grinned at me and shrugged. “Sorry, kid. A job’s a job.”

He’d been paid for the hookup. I should have known it was too good to be true. His payday appeared to be a fat one from the stack of twenties he held. That was the only reason a stud like him would be interested in a skinny dweeb like me. Even if he was into twinks like he claimed—which I now had reason to doubt—there were hundreds better than me. Thousands.

But why did the cops want me?

I was fading fast. Maverick’s handsome face and awesome body swam in front of me. His cock was still rock hard. Mine had never gotten stiff and now had shriveled to be embarrassingly tiny.

“I enjoyed talking to you, Cody. I would have fucked you, too, if these dudes hadn’t shown up early.”

Great. I missed out on a mercy fuck.


 

Mission  Improbable

 

I woke to find myself in a small, windowless room. White walls, white ceilings, white floors, white bedding. Bright lights. Hooked up to fluids, I assumed I was in a hospital bed. I tried to move but couldn’t, although I didn’t see any restraints.

Moments later, a young, shirtless guy entered. His lean torso was covered with detailed tattoos more intricate and colorful than anything I’d seen before. I was mesmerized by the way his taut muscles moved beneath his smooth skin.

“Glad to see you’re awake, Cody. How’s the headache?”

“Um…not too bad.” I lied; my head was pounding, threatening to explode. How did he know about my headache? Since when did hospital nurses walk around shirtless?

“Give it another couple of hours and it will be better. Drink some water. That should help.” He lifted a cup with a glass straw to my lips.

It tasted cool and imported. “Uh, can you release the restraints?”

He frowned. “I’ll check with Wells. She’ll probably want to be here when we do that. Get some rest, and I’ll be back in a couple of hours.” He disappeared, leaving me frustrated, wishing I’d asked any of the thousand unanswered questions swirling in my mind and wishing I still had his body to stare at. I didn’t last long before falling back asleep.

The next time I woke, the tatted man was smiling down at me, confirming my earlier sighting of him wasn’t a dream. He introduced himself as Danny and asked if I was feeling better. The headache had receded, although I was still woozy.

“A shower will help. Do you feel up it?”

“Yeah.” I was mostly interested in being freed from the restraints. Danny’s fingers flew over a panel at the bottom of my bed, and I could move. It was as if whatever hidden bonds had held me had vanished into thin air.

Danny asked if I needed help in the shower and cheerfully offered to get in with me. I turned him down, then immediately regretted my too-quick decision. How awesome would it be to see the man naked and feel him soaping up my back? My cock stirred with residual horniness from my failed liaison with Maverick. It was just as well I’d be showering alone. I’d only embarrass myself by sprouting a boner.

I peppered Danny with questions, but he wasn’t talking. Had I been kidnapped? The night with Maverick was crystal clear in my mind. The taste of the dude’s dick was still in my mouth, and I could almost smell his masculine scent. Yet as I thought back, the kidnapping part was so outlandish, maybe I imagined it. Perhaps he slipped something into my beer, and I flipped out and was now in a recovery ward.

The shower turned out to be as bizarre as the bed’s mysterious restraints. It wasn’t running water but an intense spray that scrubbed off a layer of dead skin and instantly invigorated me, leaving me feeling like I’d had a full body massage. As good as water from a hot shower felt, this was better.

Danny left me alone to eat a quick meal that appeared while I was showering. It didn’t look like much but tasted great, maybe because I was starved. He returned with some loose-fitting clothes like expensive, luxurious pajamas. At least he wasn’t putting me in a hospital gown with my bare ass showing. Once I dressed, he walked me down a short hallway into a small conference room.

Inside were the three policemen who’d kidnapped me and a black woman. All four were dressed in the same pajamas. They rose and shook my hand. The woman introduced herself as Agent Wells. The black muscleman was Agent Kravitz. The middle-aged white man and the young Asian who had grabbed me at the motel were Agents Anders and Kato.

Kato looked fit. He could have been as young as me but probably wasn’t. Anders was nondescript, looking like a fifty-something man used to sitting behind a desk, a little overweight, balding, and not imposing. The woman was younger, perhaps forty. She carried plenty of weight.

Kravitz’s age was a mystery. His body and long dreadlocks were that of a man in his twenties, but his lined eyes made him look twice that. He was daunting—attractive in a harsh, masculine way. I couldn’t shake the image of him dressed as a policeman, his body threatening to rip his too-tight clothes. It morphed into a bondage fantasy.

Crap, I gotta stop doing that. I wasn’t even into BDSM. Maybe if I whacked off more, I’d have less sex on the brain. Perhaps if the three men had busted into Maverick’s motel room twenty minutes later, I wouldn’t have been so horny. Of course, that would have required my dick getting into the action, which it had shown no signs of doing.

Wells motioned for me to sit down. “First, Cody, let me apologize for the way we brought you here. Unfortunately, we were operating—are still operating—under an extremely tight timeline that required some, uh, unusual steps.” She glanced at Anders. I assumed drugging and kidnapping me were the unusual steps, although maybe hiring Maverick fit into that category, too.

“Why am I here?”

She exhaled. “Put simply, we need your help, Cody. All of humanity needs your help.”

Right. I get that all the time.

Even if someone needed my help, arranging a hustler to lure me to a seedy motel and then forcibly nabbing me was a strange way to ask. More importantly, why would anyone want my help? I had a joint engineering physics and computer engineering degree with a specialty in nanotechnology, but hundreds of people had that background, virtually all of them with more experience. I must have looked skeptical. Lord knows I was.

“Let me explain some background,” Wells said.

Well, thank you.

“We work for a government agency called Tempus Peregrinatione Imperium. TPI for short. Do you know any Latin?”

I shook my head, although I recognized tempus as related to time and imperium sounded like imperial.

“Loosely translated, Tempus Peregrinatione Imperium is Time Travel Command. As its name suggests, TPI exists to regulate time travel.”

Time travel. Sure. My skepticism was growing. I looked back and forth among the four agents, but they were stone faced. This wasn’t a joke.

“Agents Kravitz, Anders and Kato traveled back in time to pick you up and bring you here, to the year 2060.”

For some reason, all I thought of was their police uniforms. “Are you the police?”

Wells looked mystified. Anders responded instead. “Ah, the uniforms. Those were borrowed. We needed clothing that wouldn’t look out of place in your era and guns in case anything went wrong. The police academy had different sizes for those of us who don’t fit into normal clothes.” He glared at Kravitz.

Kravitz snorted and returned the look. “Innocent spectators were also less likely to report a man driving erratically if they thought he was a policeman.”

Anders waved his hands. “Hey, I hadn’t driven an automobile for thirty years! At least I knew how to drive one.”

The story was becoming more outlandish. Could the people around me be from the future? They looked normal. They weren’t dressed in metallic spandex outfits, although the pajamas were a little weird. I didn’t see any light sabers or phasers. Of course, my concept of the future might have been unduly influenced by watching too many science-fiction movies.

“Enough, gentlemen,” Wells said. She turned to me. “I realize it is difficult to accept you’ve traveled to the future, and, unfortunately, TPI will not allow us to show you much of 2060. You may eventually return to the past, and any knowledge of the future you take with you could result in a disruption of the timeline, something TPI is charged with preventing. However, I can share with you some information that might help you get your arms around the situation.”

She touched what I thought was a placemat on the table in front of her, but it came to life. The one in front of me did, too. They were tablets with incredibly high-resolution screens.

“When we picked you up, we changed the timeline. If we hadn’t intervened, you would have done a long bicycle ride the following day from Boulder to Carter Lake and on to Horsetooth Reservoir west of Fort Collins. On your return late in the day, you were hit by a pickup truck. Your injuries initially weren’t considered life-threatening but were severe enough to require a blood transfusion. Unfortunately, you have an extraordinarily rare blood type. In your time fewer than fifty people were known to have it. It’s not clear why it wasn’t detected before your accident, but it meant you could only receive transfusions from one of the handful of blood donors who shared your blood type. You went into hemorrhagic shock before any could reach you, and you died from exsanguination—blood loss—before the doctors could save you.”

The tablet had pages of newspaper and website articles about the accident. They looked legitimate. Even more spooky, however, was Wells’s description of my bike ride. It was precisely the ride I’d planned, yet I hadn’t mentioned it to anyone. Nobody could have known about it and it wouldn’t have been easy to guess because few people did the entire ride of over a hundred miles. If she’d fabricated the story and the news articles, she’d done a great job on a random hunch.

“Your death became a cause célèbre because witnesses suspected the driver hit you intentionally. The Confederate flag decal on his truck, splattered with your blood, didn’t generate sympathy for him in Boulder. But none of that matters now because it never happened. Instead, you’re here.”

I flipped through the articles, and the story began to be real. I was stunned. Not many people live to hear a crisp description of their death. Was she telling the truth? How could I know? I vacillated between feeling grateful and manipulated.

Still, it didn’t make sense. “If the timeline already changed and I’m alive, where did these news articles about my death come from?”

“Lois has volumes of data about old timelines before they change.”

“Lois?” I’d been on the verge of accepting Wells’s elaborate tale, but I was back to considering it preposterous. Who was Lois, a librarian with glasses on a chain?

“Lois is a nickname for the artificial intelligence regulating time travel. Their work is extremely restricted. We can’t have people jumping back in time to make a fortune on stocks or pick the correct lottery number. If returning to the past was easy, tinkering with it would be far more appealing than dealing with the present. Interactions with the past have potentially serious repercussions, possibly altering the timeline in devastating ways. Lois was created after time travel was discovered. They ensure that travel to the past is rare and authorized only when justified by the most compelling reasons. Which, unfortunately, is what brings us here today.”

Breathe. My mind was racing from my obituary to AI running things to questions about time travel.

“The problem we face today is a massive pandemic that has destroyed most of humanity. It could result in the complete elimination of our species. We’re facing virtual extinction. We can only speculate, but the signs are not good.”

First time travel, then my death and now a chilling pandemic. Could that happen? One of my college roommates, who’d moved on to medical school, had suggested something similar during an après ski celebration a year ago when we got wasted on Bourbon and nursed sunburns. He maintained humanity was dramatically more susceptible to a single, killing disease as travel linked distant parts of the globe and our gene pool became less unique. He believed the coronavirus scares—COVID-19, SARS, MERS, and the others—were merely mild cold snaps before the coming killing frost.

Anders and Kato had pensive expressions that didn’t look good. Kravitz was impossible to read. Wells seemed tired. I liked her. She was warm and nurturing and reminded me of my aunt, my mother’s older sister who’d unfortunately died when I was in high school.

Wells paused before continuing. “The origin of the epidemic was a previously benign virus. Earlier this year, the virus, carried by a large part of humanity, suddenly morphed and turned deadly. The virus’s change was apparently a natural step, like the way a caterpillar becomes a butterfly or humans undergo puberty. After its transformation, the virus produced millions of airborne spores that took only hours to kill. Incredibly painful, but fast. We think a single virus wiped out much of the population of Johannesburg.” She paused before shaking her head. “Nothing is quite as dreadful as the screams of a dying city.”

The room was deadly quiet. I didn’t hear anyone breathing. I wasn’t.

“Within days, a countless number of other viruses morphed as well, almost as if they were acting in concert. In little more than a few weeks, much of humanity was wiped out. We’re racing against time. Few of us remain, and we have no idea how long we have.

“Lois can’t tell the future—at least we don’t think they can—but they instantaneously project known trends. As soon as the outbreak in Johannesburg occurred, they summoned every TPI agent to this facility and sealed it. Oddly, we’re not far from Boulder, under Cheyenne Mountain near Colorado Springs. A century ago it was a Cold War facility used by the North American Aerospace Defense Command, or NORAD. NORAD abandoned the place, and TPI moved in when time travel was discovered. The underground temperature stays a consistent twelve degrees Celsius, which creates a perfect heat sink to cool Lois’s processors. No virus spores can enter, but we have no idea how long their seals will last, and our supplies may run out.”

She sighed, glancing at the other three agents. I thought I detected a tear welling in Kravitz’s eye.

“The virus itself is a mutation of the AIDS virus. For years, scientists believed two primary forms of the virus existed, HIV-1 and HIV-2, along with several variations. We now know there is a distinct, third AIDS virus—HIV-3, technically HIV-3J7—which is the virus that is threatening to wipe out humanity today. As best we can determine, HIV-3 mutated from HIV-1 in the relatively recent past. Lois has run countless simulations of its development and spread, and most point to the early Nineteen-eighties as the time when a single HIV-1 virus mutated and became HIV-3. HIV-3 then spread in the same way that HIV-1 and HIV-2 spread but was dormant for almost eighty years.”

The picture was dismaying. Maybe not all that surprising. Over time, countless species had disappeared from Earth, from dinosaurs and wooly mammoths to animals hunted to extinction. Maybe it was simply nature’s time to extract her revenge for the species humans destroyed.

Wells sighed. “TPI has been tasked with catching the HIV-3 virus in its infancy and rendering it harmless. That means going back to the early Eighties before the first HIV-3 virus appears and ensuring it never evolves to the deadly killer we know it to be today.”

Perhaps Wells or one of the other agents could pop back to the past with a ray gun modified to kill the virus. Somehow, I knew it wouldn’t be that easy. “What’s your plan?”

Wells pursed her lips. I instinctively trusted her for some reason. She was like Oprah Winfrey and Whoopi Goldberg rolled into one. “We’ve developed a possible approach. I can’t go into detail because of TPI limitations. However, we have a nanocell that, when introduced into the human bloodstream, attaches itself to an HIV virus—HIV-1, HIV-2 or HIV-3, it doesn’t matter—and disarms it. The virus still exists but is isolated and imprisoned. Once encased by the nanocell, the virus is rendered incapable of compromising the human immune system and will be unable to transform into its deadly version. Think of the nanocell as a shell enclosing the virus, trapping it in a secure prison and keeping it in stasis.”

This sounded promising. “You can travel back in time, so why not immunize everyone a few years ago, before the virus strikes?”

“Not feasible.” Wells had obviously confronted these questions before. “The nanocell can’t be delivered easily. Even if we solved the transmission problem, the task of getting to every single human, when millions are born each day, is simply unworkable. We must target HIV-3 in its infancy, the Eighties, when its numbers were minimal.”

She rubbed her eyes and looked tired. “Delivering the nanocell is a challenge. It’s temperamental. Outside a tightly regulated lab environment, the only place where it reliably survives is in the human bloodstream. Even there, until it’s established it can be destroyed by a high fever or low body temperature. Our delivery method will be to use a stable host who carries the nanocell to the Eighties in that person’s blood.”

Blood. I had an extremely unusual blood type. What else would explain TPI kidnapping me and bringing me to 2060?

“My blood.”

Wells nodded. “Exactly, Cody. It’s why we desperately need your help and why you’re the first person to ever travel into the future.”

That was weird to think about. “What’s the big deal about my blood, other than it being unusual?”

“Your blood is more than unusual, Cody. It’s the rarest blood type on Earth, by far. It’s technical designation is Rh-null. The null identifier means it contains no Rh antigens. It’s considered a universal blood type, meaning anyone can receive a transfusion of it, even those with rare blood types within the Rh system.

“Normally, when the nanocell is introduced into a carrier’s blood, it mimics the antigens in the host’s red blood cells to ensure the host’s white blood cells won’t perceive it as a foreign infection, attack it and destroy it. However, once the nanocell copies a host’s antigens, it will be attacked by the white blood cells of any person whose blood lacks those antigens.

“Because your blood has no antigens, your nanocells have nothing to mimic. Instead, they will be able to enter the bloodstream of virtually anyone. Your blood is a uniquely valuable resource. Rh-null blood’s life-saving capability has been enormous in the past and now it may be tasked with saving the lives of every human on Earth.”

So much for a ray gun killing the HIV-3 virus. More accurately, the ray gun was a living person. Me.

“You want me to carry the nanocell to the Eighties.”

“Precisely.”

“Why me? You said there are other people with the same blood type.”

“None of them are as well positioned as you are. Most don’t speak English. Of those who do, none are the correct age or can handle the cultural challenges of the mission to the past. You also have positive attributes that will be important. You’re smart, capable of recalibrating in the field and thinking on your feet. We know you can be trusted with the extremely sensitive nature of everything I’ve told you. You’re the right man for this mission, Cody.”

I’d barely accepted the possibility I’d traveled forward in time, and now I was supposed to travel back in time. It actually sounded… great. How many people could say they had done that? Okay, I was talking to at least three, maybe four who had, but still.

“Cool,” I replied, beginning to relish the assignment. “Once I’m there, what do I do?”

“In theory, you find the person who carries the first HIV-3 virus—the “Alpha Carrier,”—and transmit the nanocell to that person’s blood. I say in theory because we don’t know who the carrier is. The best information we have suggests a male living in California in the early to mid-Eighties. He was infected with the HIV-1 virus, which mutated at some point into the HIV-3 virus. From statistics for HIV infections during that period, the likelihood is that the Alpha Carrier was a sexually active gay man, relatively young. Not that older men—or straight men, women, whoever— weren’t infected in the Eighties, but again, we’re dealing with the odds.”

“If you don’t know who the Alpha Carrier was, how will I know once I’m back in the Eighties?”

Wells shook her head. “You won’t. Even in the unlikely event that you succeed, we’ll never identify the Alpha Carrier with any specificity. Unfortunately, this part of the mission has an element of searching for a needle in a haystack.”

“The unlikely event that I’ll succeed?”

“Yes, Cody,” Kravitz interjected. “Though you are by far the best positioned to achieve the goals of this mission, we estimate your odds of success are only ten to fifteen percent. Those odds depend more than anything on a single variable: how well you do your job until we pull you out.”

I was detecting some negatives. “Until you pull me out? How long will I be there?” This was not shaping up as a nine-to-five job with me commuting to the Eighties each morning and coming home at night and on weekends.

“That’s not entirely clear,” Wells said. “It depends mostly on your frame of reference with respect to time. At one extreme, it could be a matter of days. When we send you back, the timeline will alter, and here in 2060 we’ll instantly know if you’ve been successful. After all, for us, whatever you do in the Eighties will be distant history. If the HIV-3 virus is still attacking humanity, we’ll know your mission failed and you were unable to neutralize the Alpha Carrier. In that case, we’ll pull you out as soon as possible. If your mission is successful, we’ll leave you in the past long enough to reach the point of success. We’ll triangulate to determine the window during which success was achieved and pull you out shortly afterward.”

I chewed my lip. “What do you mean by triangulating?”

Kato launched into a complex description of time travel methods and how Lois would identify the minimum time I needed to be in the past. My head was in a fog. I didn’t follow the details, but I got that I would bounce back and forth between 2060 and the Eighties several times as the window narrowed.

His explanation raised a red flag. “You’ve never tried what you’re planning, have you?”

Wells glanced at the rest of the group, whose faces betrayed nothing. “No,” she replied sympathetically. “Our previous jumps into the past have always had a scheduled return. What you might view as a short round trip. You’re undertaking a potentially long trip with an open return. Contrast that with the trip Agents Kravitz, Anders and Kato took to pick you up. They were in your time for two days, only long enough to hire half a dozen people to solicit you and then collect you after your hookup and before your bike ride and death.”

“Half a dozen? I only heard from the one dude.”

Kravitz glared at me like I was dense. “We couldn’t chance you not being interested in Maverick. We had an array of men with a wide range of ages, ethnicities, body types, and sexual kinks lined up to contact you on Grindr if you hadn’t taken the bait with him. The fact that you eagerly pursued the first man who hit you up is promising for your trip to the Eighties.”

I resented Kravitz characterizing me as desperate. Entirely accurate, but still…I also wondered why that bit of trivia was promising for my venture to the Eighties. I didn’t press the point. Something else was bothering me.

“If I change the timeline, how much of the old timeline will I remember?” Wells shrugged. She looked tired, drained. I felt sorry for her, thrust into the role of pulling off an improbable rescue of humanity. Not humanity in the abstract, but likely her friends, family, and relatives. I wondered if she was married and had kids.

“Not entirely clear. If you make a single jump to the past and return after, say, three years, we believe you’ll remember the old timeline up to the point you jumped as well as the three years you spent in the past. When you return, you’ll enter a timeline you never experienced. You’ll be the only person alive who experienced the original timeline. With limited time in the past and minimal changes, the difference will be so small as to be almost meaningless. However, your mission is designed to change the past in a significant way, so what you remember today may be quite at odds with what will happen in the new timeline.”

I wouldn’t be journeying to the past and returning to find everything the way it was. It could be like returning to a different planet. Strangely similar but disturbingly different. I’d remember things that never happened. There was a term for people like that.

“So, when I return from the past, I’ll be a crackpot. Crazy. A guy who babbles about things that didn’t occur.”

Kravitz frowned, clearing his throat. “Please, Cody. In 2060, the terms ‘crackpot’ and ‘crazy’ are considered pejorative. We don’t use them. We prefer ‘mentally divergent.’ It’s less value laden. Who’s to say your reality is any less legitimate than my reality or Wells’s reality?”

Fake news notwithstanding, the several billion people who agree on what happened in the past, that’s who. I sighed. Mentally divergent. A great future to look forward to. “What happens when you triangulate and the timelines multiply? What will I remember then?”

Wells sighed. “In theory, only the final timeline you experienced, because the earlier ones never happened. However, it is entirely possible you’ll subconsciously recall other timelines. Humans have always had premonitions. Are those partial remnants of previous timelines? We don’t know. Perhaps some see the future because they already lived through it in an earlier timeline.”

I frowned. “I might remember living in the past for decades, because that was when you started triangulating, even though in the final timeline I would have only been there a year?”

“Possible, yes, probable, no. We haven’t been able to study the stress of a long stay in the past and a repeated series of unpaired jumps. You’re the guinea pig.”

Guinea pig. A crazy—oops, mentally divergent—guinea pig. Great. Exactly what I’d always aspired to be. “You aren’t sure any of this will work.” I knew the answer but wanted it out front.

“No. We know little about time travel outside a narrow band. What you are doing is best thought of as experimental.”

I had a sudden vision of the classic Star Trek episode where some poor soul gets lost in the transporter beam and Scotty can never put the fellow back together. Maybe I would find myself in the middle of World War II instead of the Eighties, and TPI would never find me because I’d been shot in the back by a Nazi. I wondered if I should read Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court to pick up pointers in case I was stranded in the past.

Whatever. I didn’t want to dwell on those prospects. “So, um, what do I do when I’m back there? I mean, to deliver the nanocell to the Alpha Carrier?”

Wells’s body language set off alarms. She exchanged nervous glances with Anders, who looked at his feet and chewed his lip. Kato was a silent statue. Only Kravitz was on message. “Unfortunately the transmission technology we use today can’t be taken into the past, and the facilities we’d need to recreate it in the Eighties don’t exist. The only reliable delivery method is sexual. The highest odds of a successful transmission come with anal sex. Active and passive anal sex have roughly the same success rates, as high as ninety-eight or ninety-nine percent. Delivery rates for oral sex and exposing a cut to blood are low, but not insignificant, around ten percent. Even kissing works in rare, isolated instances. Nonsexual transmission such as sharing needles is modestly effective, but that isn’t a viable option. Drugs would interfere with your abilities and might destroy the nanocell.”

The group fell silent as they stared at me. I looked back and forth between them in shock.

Kravitz glared at me and exasperation sounded in his voice. “That detail shouldn’t bother you, given your sexual orientation.”

I’d heard plenty of strange things in a short while, but this was the most bizarre. TPI was sending me back in time to have sex. My job was to fuck and get fucked. Not figuratively, but literally. This had to be a joke. A test of some sort. “You’re kidding, right?”

From Wells’s serious look, I knew it wasn’t a joke even before I asked the question. “No, Cody. I grant this makes our request for your help unusual, but outside this sealed mountain, ten billion corpses are rotting. It’s the best plan to avoid that outcome.”

“Think about it,” Kravitz said with a smile. “You’re a twenty-two-year-old gay man. Your job will be to sleep with every gay boy you can. What young gay man wouldn’t think he had the best job in the universe?”

Me, for one. Obviously, stereotypes of sex-crazed gay men hadn’t disappeared in 2060. Kravitz’s words began to sink in. “What the fuck? Everyone I can?” I was still in shock, but none of the TPI agents reacted.

However, the plan had a major, glaringly obvious flaw. “So, there’s one little tiny problem with this plan. Is this the body of a man who can lure gay men to sleep with him? We’d all be lucky if I found one man who wanted to have sex me, but more than that? You’re crazy.” Oops. I should have said mentally divergent.

“Don’t sell yourself short, Cody,” Kravitz said confidently.

Right. With his incredible body, he had no clue what life was like as a ninety-eight-pound weakling.

Wells rebounded from her reticence to talk about sex. “Your body won’t be an impediment. When we send you to the Eighties, you’ll look quite different than you do now. You’ll have a body many gay men will be attracted to.”

How would they accomplish that improbable feat? Lord knows I’d tried myself, starting with hours in the gym lifting weights. My body was allergic to muscles but regrettably not pimples.

“Let me explain. Lois analyzed hundreds of thousands of possible approaches to finding the Alpha Carrier and neutralizing HIV-3. Balancing TPI’s obligation to minimize disruption of the timeline and the urgency of achieving success, they formulated a plan. You’ll exchange places with a man in the Nineteen-eighties named David Alan Reis.”

Wells’s fingers flew over her placemat, and a low-resolution picture of a smiling young man appeared. He was a cute, sexy teenager, too young to have achieved the distinction of being handsome although that would come. He had a slender frame, shaggy blond hair, a friendly face, and a slightly goofy smile. “This is Mr. Reis.”

“Why him?” I scrolled through a few more pictures, pausing on one showing Reis shirtless. He had a damn nice, smooth torso, with a defined chest, hard abs, and a narrow waist. His muscles weren’t the product of long hours in the gym, but unlike me, he had muscles. Okay, he was hot. Sexy. A nine or a ten. Fuck! Maybe an eleven. Totally out of my league. Of course, virtually all gay men were out of my league. I looked up to find Kravitz giving me a knowing smirk. He’d read my mind.

“Only Lois knows the reasons why Reis is the right person. They have run vast numbers of simulations, and those suggest he’s the best candidate. Some things are obvious. Because of his past activities and what you could call his career, he occupies a unique position that fits perfectly with your mission. He’s your height, and his skeletal structure is remarkably like yours. Even the same shoe size. With surgery, we can make you look virtually identical to him, so close that his own mother couldn’t tell the difference.”

“I’ll look like that?”

“Yes. We’ve already sent some of your stem cells to the lab to create the muscle mass, skin, and other elements we’ll need. The process should take six to eight hours at most. You’ll go to sleep looking like Cory Montrose and wake up looking like David Alan Reis. You’ll have a few days of discomfort as your body settles in and you get used to it, but the process is largely pain free.”

Damn. I’d be getting test tube muscles that would make my body hot and a remade face that would make me attractive. Even likely to be considered handsome in time. How many times had I wished I had a hunky body like the dude in the photos? Fuck! Who wouldn’t want a better body? Billions spent on minimally effective plastic surgery, and I was being offered the gold standard version for free.

Wells made it sound like it was no big deal to rework my body. Say goodbye to my dopey-looking face and stick-figure body. This bizarre mission to the past promised an incredible side benefit. I was once again excited about the adventure and ready to sign up.

Kravitz spoke up. “Mr. Reis was an Eighties gay male adult film performer. His film credits were under the name Lance. He didn’t use a last name, although he was billed as Lance Craner in one, and he did some still photos under the name Lance Kelly. He was born on November 25, 1962 in Oklahoma. Some sources say Arizona and some say Santa Barbara, but we think that was designed by adult film industry marketers to make Mr. Reis more of a California beach boy.”

So, TPI planned for me to take the place of a porn star. Sure I’d watched my share of it, but filming it? I didn’t voice my reservations, and Kravitz went on. “Reis attended to Capuchino High School in San Bruno, California. He caused trouble most of his teenage life, drifting in and out of foster homes until he was eighteen. He didn’t clean up his act as an adult, abusing alcohol and drugs continuously from an early age until the end. He died of complications from AIDS in May of 1991, at twenty-eight.
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