
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Finding where you belong is profound. Facing where you belong can be unfathomable.

	 

	 

	When David Morse stepped two hundred years into the future to be with the woman he loved, Miri Ableton, he entered utopia. So why didn’t it feel like utopia? It wasn’t just the pain of going without whiskey and cigarettes. He had to get used to being a new father, adjust to being a novelty to those around him, and contend with a future mother-in-law who considered him an intruder.

	When David’s nightmares begin, it quickly becomes obvious the past is trying to reach out to him. Miri’s friend, Melinda, agrees to help by stepping back through time to face David’s double—a dangerous man who had left David scarred and nearly killed him. Melinda’s fate, at this mystery man’s hands, could change the world.
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Part I—Facing Forward

	 


Chapter One: Arrival

	 

	 

	David

	 

	David and Miri wasted no time. Barely escaping the man that held them at gunpoint, a man who was David’s duplicate, they stepped into the portal. Their bodies glowed in swirls of ever-changing colors, then on the other side of the time continuum, they emerged hand in hand.

	He gasped at the intensity of the illumination in the room where they stood. Once his eyes adjusted to the brightness, he focused on three heavily garbed men there to greet them. At least he thought they were men. They were covered from head to toe in white suits, faces barely showing from behind glass plates. He felt as if he had landed on Jupiter.

	“Miri?” He turned toward her, not used to being so helpless.

	“It’s all right, David.” She gave his hand a squeeze, beaming up at him. “We made it.”

	He had no time to savor the moment. He was surrounded by laboratory-clad people who pulled his coat from him, rolled up his sleeve, and raised a piece of equipment armed with needles. He struggled and objected without much success.

	Miri put her hand on his shoulder. “You need these vaccinations, David. There are diseases here to which you have no immunity. Corona, SARS, Tri-Millennia, and scads more. Plus, there were diseases that existed in your day that we have vaccines for now, including numerous strains of influenza. You need to have the protection before you can leave the research area.”

	As she spoke, the men firmly guided David to what looked like a double-wide dental chair. He tried to relax when they placed the line of needles over his arm.

	“Don’t move.” A muffled voice came from one of the men.

	He heard a click, then sensed more than felt the needles release into his flesh. He looked down at his skin once the machine swung back, seeing only a tiny bit of redness.

	“That was painless.” He blinked up at Miri, amazed.

	“Microneedles.” She grinned. “It’s going to be different for you here. Lots of things are better. I’ve been studying up on your time, just to know.” She bounced and laughed. “This is so exciting, David. Like digging up a prehistoric man and bringing him into the future.”

	“Thanks.” He grimaced.

	One of the men in coverings stepped closer and chuckled as the others left the room. “I’m afraid he’s going to feel rather prehistoric by morning. Those vaccines may not hurt right now, but you’re going to have a good wrestle over the next few days.” The man put his gloved hand on David’s shoulder.

	“David,” Miri said, “This is Arlan Enderstitch. We call him Stitch. He is one of the astrophysicists here in our location—the Great Lakes Cluster. He has worked tirelessly with everyone to keep Vida well.”

	“Vida? Is that her name?”

	“Yes.” Miri leaned down toward him. “I named her after you... sort of. Davida sounded silly, so I named her Vida.”

	Stitch bowed closer to David. “She’s an extraordinary little girl. Very advanced and worth every minute of the work we’ve put in.”

	“Thank you for what you’ve done. I’m glad to meet you.” David stuck his hand out

	Stitch paused, looking at David’s proffered hand then glancing at Miri. Finally, he reached out with his gloved hand and shook David’s gingerly.

	David glanced from Stitch to Miri and back again. “You don’t shake hands in the future, I suppose?”

	Miri laughed. “No. It’s terribly unhygienic. They stopped that in the late 2000s, after the second pandemic.”

	“Okay,” David lowered his hand, rubbed it on his thigh, then chuckled.

	“It’s good to meet you, David.” Stitch nodded from behind his coverings. “And after a couple weeks’ quarantine, we’ll actually talk face-to-face.”

	“A couple weeks?”

	“Yes, I’m afraid you’ll be cooped up here, at the facility until it’s safe for you to go outside.”

	“What about my daughter? When can I see her?” He pulled himself up in the chair.

	“Not until it’s approved... for both of you.”

	“David, we don’t know what germs and bacteria you might be carrying, but more likely, there are viruses she could infect you with.”

	David hadn’t noticed that Miri wore skin-tight gloves until she slid her hand through his hair.

	“Why don’t you have a face-covering like his?” David raised his chin toward Stitch.

	“You and I have had a lot of contact, David, and I’ve been back in your time already. Before and after my travels, I was given vaccines and treatments. They made sure I wouldn’t infect your people. Plus, when I leave you, I’ll be bathed with infra-red, then take a soap and water shower. That’ll happen before I go home to Vida, just to make sure I’m safe.”

	“You’re leaving me?” Suddenly David felt like a child himself.

	“Not just yet,” Miri smiled down at him. “First, there is somebody you’ve got to see.” She stood up and exchanged glances with Stitch, who nodded and left the room. “Do you feel well enough to get up, David?”

	“I feel fine.” He stood.

	Miri grabbed his hand and drew him closer to the glass that lined the upper half of the wall by the door. As he looked out into the surrounding area, a door popped open, and a little girl came running in, curls bouncing around her shoulders. There was no doubt in his mind who she was... or whose she was.

	“She’s got your mouth, David.” Miri chuckled, “Not just the way it looks, but she can be a handful with her passion and her questions... so inquisitive, with thoughts and verbal skills way past her age. And she’s got your curls.” Miri out-and-out laughed. “They’re just awful to try and comb, but I don’t have the heart to cut them.”

	“Vida.” Her name caught in David’s throat and his eyes filled.

	Vida’s face lit up when she saw him and Miri peering out from the glass partition and came running over with Stitch behind her. She glanced around the room then found a chair and appeared to be using every ounce of muscle to push it in front of the glass. Stitch laughed and helped her, then Vida climbed up on the chair so she could be almost face-to-face with them.

	Mommy. Her little lips formed the words as she tapped on the glass and smiled. Then her eyes sparkled as she looked at David and bounced up and down. Daddy. Her forefinger banged on the glass, pointing at him with the soundless word. He put his finger up as if to touch her.

	“Vida.” He smiled, then lowered his face to the same height as hers. “Vida... I love you.” He made the words clear with the shape of his lips, hoping she could read them.

	She laughed, and her lips said back, I love you too, Daddy.

	Tears began streaming down his face. Miri reached around from behind and leaned over him, her chin resting on his shoulder as they looked out at their daughter. She waved at Vida, and Vida waved back energetically. David could feel Miri mugging and pointing down at his head, then she laughed. Vida danced around, hanging onto the chair. David made a face, and the three of them giggled together. David could almost hear the sound of her voice. Behind her, Stitch pointed to his watch, and Miri nodded. Stitch said a few words to Vida, and she waved, then the two of them left the room.


Chapter Two: Would You Have Changed Your Mind?

	 

	 

	“I’m going to stay with you for now, David. I want to make sure you’re safe. Vida’s going to be with my mother tonight.” Miri’s face clouded. “I just want to be here while you go through the vaccination reactions. I had this done, and it’s a very difficult process. It’ll be worse for you because you haven’t had any of these shots before.”

	“You said Vida is with your mother? You have a mother?” David paused. “I’ll have a mother-in-law?”

	Miri nodded.

	“What does she think about all this?”

	“Well”—Miri bit her lip—”she’s concerned, of course. She loves Vida,” Miri quickly added, “but you have to understand, you are from a completely different world. She’s nervous... for me... for us... for our life together. She says marriage is hard enough without that kind of issue.”

	“She’s probably right.”

	Miri looked him in the eye. “Are you sorry you came?”

	“No... but maybe... I guess I just wish I had been more prepared. If I’d known I’d be cooped up for the first two weeks...”

	“I didn’t have a lot of time to warn you about anything, David. We had a man waving a gun at us. A handsome man at that, he looked just like you,” she winked. “But...” She looked down.

	“What?”

	“Would you have changed your mind? If I had let you know what would happen here? The vaccines and everything. Would you have still come? Would you have liked more time to evaluate?” She raised her gaze to his and drew in a long breath.

	He peered directly into her eyes. “I would have come even if you told me there were dragons waiting for me on this side.” Then he smiled. “And I would have fought every one of them.”

	Miri laughed. “Let’s see how you feel about that tonight.” She frowned. “It’s going to be rough after the nasty viruses kick in. However, we have some food and entertainment for you.” She walked over to a cabinet door built into one wall and retrieved two plates. “This is tonight’s dinner. A couple of sandwiches. As for taste, they’re about on a par with what we ate at Snow Owl Cabin”—she chuckled—”but probably more nutritious.” She set one in front of him, then shoved herself onto the seat next to him and lifted an arm of the oversized chair, revealing a compartment. “And the entertainment.” She pulled out a small rectangular object and clicked a button, then said, “Screen engage.”

	David gasped when a screen descended from the ceiling. The screen was completely transparent, only taking on shape and color once it began to display images. He was astonished by its size and how lifelike the pictures were. It was as if he were traveling around the world.

	“The technology,” he stuttered. “It’s astounding.”

	“It is beautiful, isn’t it?”

	“I could watch this for hours.”

	“Yes, a lot of people spent hours in front of these back in the day.”

	“I can imagine. The sights... You can see the Seven Wonders of the World from your own living room.” David could barely turn away. “This is a far cry from the 1960s television sets.”

	“You’d be surprised at what people chose to watch.”

	Caught off guard by the tone of her voice, David turned toward Miri. “What they chose to watch?”

	“It got bad, David. Starting in your time, really. Death, crime, sex, murder. It became terrible... like poison pouring to the brain through the eyes.”

	“That awful?” His stomach began to knot.

	“There was so much of it out there, and wherever you were, it was pumped in. Those who had mental dysfunctions—horrifying compulsions—became encouraged because they had watched someone else act out their fantasies. It got worse when they engaged in them for real but anonymously. It began on what was called the Internet back then. Anybody could go onto computer screens and do what they wanted, no matter who it hurt. And the things they said to each other...” Miri shuddered.

	“So, the ARPANET went public.”

	“The ARPANET?”

	“The Advanced Research Projects Agency Network. Back in 1964, Britain was researching the concept of packet switching between computers. I believe the US was exploring the same thing for military purposes. It must have just grown from there.”

	“Yes, to educational facilities and then to the public.” Miri nodded. “Anyway, it got ugly, because a lot of it was unmoderated. It became damaging to civic morality. It wasn’t just entertainment anymore.”

	“So, what happened?”

	“Garfield Mitchell and the Silver Seven changed all that.” Miri smiled. “They changed our world and set us on a better course.” She looked up at the screen. “Now, when we use these things, we see visuals that make us stronger, better people.” She clicked the buttons, and the music crescendoed slightly. “But these are mostly used for learning... which, in itself, can be entertaining.”

	David turned toward the screen and watched birds soaring through sunlit skies. Waves roared onto sandy shores. Old men and women held hands and danced with colorful scarves. “It is truly beautiful. But Miri, who is Garfield Mitchell? And who are the Silver Seven?”

	“You’ll learn about them soon, David. I’ve arranged for you to view an educational film about the birth of Sana Mundi—as soon as you’re up to it. Garfield Mitchell was one of the seven wise leaders who created our world government almost one hundred years ago. You see, we’re all Sana Mundi now.”

	“Sana Mundi. That’s Latin for Heal the World... The world?”

	“Yes... the world is called Sana Mundi. There are no countries anymore, no divisions of people to fight each other. We are all Sana Mundi. Even if we live on separate continents, we are simply clusters of one—Sana Mundi. We have the same rules, the same goals, and the same vision.”

	“Is everybody part of that?”

	“No, not everybody.” Miri gave a heavy sigh. “Not everybody... but most.”

	“What are we seeing”—David motioned with his chin—”up there on the screen.”

	“That is the land along the Eastern shore by the ocean.”

	“Where are we? Are we near the ocean?”

	“No, we are between Lake Eternum and Lake Calidum—two of the Great Lakes. We are part of the Great Lakes Cluster. These two lakes were called Lake Superior and Lake Michigan in your time. There are ghost cities below that you might know... south of here... Milwaukee and Chicago. I visited Chicago once with a group of students on a history trip.” Miri bit her lip. “But that was about fifteen years ago. Still, I do remember it. Crumbling buildings, very tall. Much taller than ours. It’s called the Dead City now.”

	“There were over three million people in Chicago. You mean to tell me it’s empty?” David gaped as he stared at Mir.

	“David,” Miri’s voice was gentle. “I’m so sorry. It didn’t occur to me exactly how shocking this might be for you since we had discussed it back at Snow Owl, but the population is much smaller than in your time.” She drew closer to him. “I explained to you before how many people were wiped out with the pandemics... the wars... the famines. The cities were in terrible trouble. Chicago was hit badly with the change in climate. Temperatures soared to over 108 degrees Fahrenheit. The people couldn’t live in the heat and humidity, and their machines couldn’t function. They needed to find food and safe shelter. It got savage in the nineties.”

	“The nineties? Just twenty years from now? I mean, from when I left.”

	“No, the 2090s. That’s when the Silver Seven finally stepped in and took over. That’s what made all the difference.”

	“Who are they? I don’t understand. What happened then?”

	“Just wait until you watch the film. I won’t be able to explain it well. Just suffice it to say that Garfield Mitchell was the driving force of the Silver Seven. They were seven very wealthy and powerful men and women who decided that a change needed to happen. They executed a plan and literally took over the world in one night. From then on, the course of our society has stabilized, and we’re on an upward trajectory.” She shook her head. “I’m not saying it’s easy. Grace and true tolerance take a great deal of strength. But we have no choice. It’s either that or our world will become what it used to be. We can’t have a deadly future for our children. I can’t have that for Vida.”

	“I believe you, Miri. I’m a little overwhelmed with all this, but I’ll wait.” He tucked himself against her. “None of it really matters anyway. The only thing that matters to me is you and that little girl. That’s it.” They snuggled closer. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” He twined his fingers with hers. “I didn’t believe I’d ever be able to touch you... to tell you how sorry I was for what you went through.”

	“Shhh.” She pressed her lips against his mouth and kissed away his words. “I knew you held regret. I could see it in your eyes, in the way you moved, in all that you did. But I am fine, Vida is fine, and now, you are fine, too.”

	 


Chapter Three: In Sickness and Health

	 

	 

	David awoke in a haze, feverish and sweaty. Although they had drifted off cuddled together, he remembered Miri getting up at some point and converting his chair into a large and rather comfortable bed. It seemed to encompass his body and warm him.

	Miri sat nearby, frowning down at him and stroking his hair. She brought a glass to his lips, and he sipped through a bent cardboard straw. The room spun around him, and he feared he was going to throw up the little bit of water he had just swallowed. Before he could do that, however, the scent of peppermint and lemons filled his head, and he slipped back into a restless sleep.

	He might have slept for hours, he wasn’t sure, but Miri was still beside him when he awoke again. He was sticky from sweat, and now he was shivering. She tucked little pods of warmth into the bed around him, like tiny hot water bottles. The soothing heat put him back under.

	Miri wasn’t there when he next awakened, but Stitch stood nearby, still wearing white coveralls. He hadn’t donned full headgear, but a mask covered his nose and mouth. He also wore clear goggles over his eyes. Even so, David could see the genial expression on his face.

	“How’re you doing, David?”

	David shook his head weakly.

	“That’s pretty much what we expected.” Stitch nodded. “I sent Miri home to get a change of clothes. She’s been by your side for three days. Vida needed a hug.” Stitch put his hand on David’s shoulder. “She’ll be back shortly. It was hard to get her to leave.”

	David slipped back into sleep.

	When he next awakened, his vision was filmy, but he saw Miri sitting beside him and watching the screen. She clearly hadn’t yet realized his eyes were open, so he took a moment to simply gaze at her. He hadn’t had time to really look at her since arriving in the future—which was now his present. She had changed since 1967. For him, it had only been three years since the last time they were together, but it had been six for her. This time travel business could scramble one’s mind, but at least it made their age difference a little less marked. She would now be only twelve years younger than him instead of fifteen.

	She was still beautiful, even more so. Maturity had added depth to her facial structure and a layer of sadness that hadn’t been there in ‘67. It was a poignancy David had picked up on when he’d met her in 1959, but back then, he had been too immature to understand the look in her eyes.

	David wished he had been there to help her over the rough times. And he wished that he hadn’t been the one to cause her so much pain. He couldn’t help but remember how she looked, shivering and terrified in the back of Jensen’s oversized military vehicle. He had been so close to completely betraying her then. The ache from recalling that moment was almost worse than what he had been enduring the past few days.

	He’d re-lived what he’d done to Miri frequently since they parted, both the pleasant and the unpleasant. Even though he had believed at the time that he was doing the right thing—just doing his job—it had been the worst mistake of his life. Letting the military take Miri, even for one night, had been very wrong. But that whole experience presented a dilemma unlike any he had previously faced. The small defensive weapons Miri possessed, and her knowledge of the future, were assets that were sure to aid his government in untold ways. Of course, he had desired that advantage.

	Prior to meeting Miri, David had put his job first, his country first. That course in life had stood him well. He helped the world avoid some dangerous situations and protected the people he believed were the good guys from those who were most certainly the bad guys. What he did to accomplish his goals had sometimes been messy, often clandestine, and always dangerous. But his encounter with Miri was not like his usual operations. Things she said and how she responded had him questioning his core values and wondering. Had the people of the future found success and peace after all?

	When David betrayed her trust in him, he’d suffered an internal fracture that never healed. That she forgave him was overwhelming, and his love for her had increased to the point that it was greater than any emotion or loyalty he had ever felt. To be given the opportunity to join her and Vida here in 2171 was a joy beyond belief.

	But practicalities he hadn’t had time to consider were pouring in on him now. There was so much to learn, so much to get used to, and unknown people he’d have to meet.

	No matter... he would do what was necessary. He rarely failed at anything and certainly wasn’t going to allow himself to fail at this.

	He reached out and touched Miri’s hand.

	She looked down and smiled at him. “David, how are you feeling? Any better?”

	He had little strength but managed to nod.

	She rose from her chair and squatted by his bed, placing her face close to his. “I’m anxious to get you out of here and take you to our home.” A trace of light moved across the entertainment screen, reflecting in her eyes.

	“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, barely able to stammer.

	She chuckled and ran a finger along his hairline. “And your hair still curls when you sweat.”

	They stayed like that until he once again fell asleep.

	When David awoke the next time, he felt a bit stronger, certain he was over the worst of it.

	“Ready for a shower?” Miri gave him a broad smile.

	“With you?”

	“I suppose that could be arranged.”

	David tried to sit up, but the room spun, and he fell back onto the bed.

	Miri laughed. “Happy days, David. I shouldn’t laugh, but...” She shook her head. “I just shouldn’t laugh.”

	She helped him to sit up slowly. “You really look much better, though.”

	“That was hellish.” David swayed on the edge of the bed. “How long?”

	“You were down for six days.” Miri shook her head. “We’ve been here a week.”

	“I ought to be immune to everything in the world now.” David grimaced.

	“I suppose you are.” She tugged on his arm. “Here, let me help you into the shower.”

	“This is... it’s... embarrassing.”

	Miri lost her smile and moved to face him. “David, some words don’t change through time—for better or for worse, in sickness and in health—they were in the vows of your time, right?”

	David swallowed. “Yes.”

	“They’re still in the vows now. Besides, you’d do the same for me, wouldn’t you?”

	“I would.”

	“Forever?”

	“Forever,” he assured her.

	“Then let’s get you into the shower.” She smiled and helped him to his feet.

	He staggered, leaning much of his weight on her, but as she led him toward the next room, he got stronger. By the time he was standing in the shower, he felt his muscles beginning to recover.

	Steamy water poured over him while Miri slipped off her clothes and slid into the shower behind him. He leaned forward, hands up against the tile wall as she soaped him, pressing herself against his back. The fragrance of the suds and the feel of her slick skin made his knees wobble. He wanted nothing more than to turn around and have her right there, but he knew if he even tried, he would collapse and bring them both down. All he could do was let her run her fingers over his body until they finally found their way to his growing erection.

	He assumed he would be too weak to be very responsive, but Miri’s attention sent a charge through his body that was answered with a surprisingly vigorous rigidity. With a groan, which sounded stronger than he thought possible, he leaned his forehead against the wall and relished the pleasure she offered him. He attempted to reach back once or twice to touch her in return, but she firmly pushed his arm back to the wall and whispered that he should simply relax and enjoy.

	He felt her lips drag across his back, sending him to heaven. Even just a kiss would have excited him beyond his ability to think, but to have her touch him, too... to experience this reality... It was so overwhelming that he found himself exploding ecstatically within minutes, almost doubling over with the intensity. His breath came out in huge gasps as he finished, then he turned and put his arms around Miri, nearly knocking them both over as he leaned on her.

	“Oh, Miri, I missed you so much... I love you so much.” His voice choked.

	Miri’s arms encircled him more tightly. “David, you mean everything to me. I love you, too.”

	The water pounded around them as they stood in the steam and held each other. At that moment, David never wanted to leave the shower.
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