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The Story So Far




George, a Union soldier in the American Civil War, wakes up in the future. Katherine tells him he’s time traveled to 2024 and that he’ll be in quarantine for four weeks. She also gives him a tablet with access to digital media archives. 

George spends a few days studying the archives and gradually accepts that he’s in the future rather than dreaming or insane. Then he learns Katherine has lied to him about the year and that it’s at least 2095. When she refuses to admit to the lie, he goes on hunger strike to force her to reveal more information.

Elaine, Katherine’s superior, announces her plan to put George to sleep and force feed him if he goes hungry for more than three days. Julia, one of the security people, doesn’t approve of this plan, so she tampers with the security cameras watching George and visits him in the middle of the night to convince him to eat.

Julia tells George that in 2024, an artificial virus was released. This virus has killed nearly all men. George is there as part of a project to repopulate the male half of the species. They have given him an immunization and plan to expose him to the virus soon to see whether he lives or dies. George is the 17th man they have brought forward to test different versions of the immunization, and everyone before him has died. Julia tells George that if he doesn’t eat tomorrow, he’ll be put to sleep until he’s exposed to the virus. George promises to eat, and to keep her meeting with him a secret. 
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George lay down, closed his eyes, and started slowly counting to a thousand in his head. By the time he’d finished, the woman would have turned on the cameras again, and he could get up. The counting took concentration. His mind kept filling with distracting thoughts, and he had to start again from the last number he remembered counting to more than once. 

At about the time that he reached 700, it occurred to him that if he wanted to protect the woman he’d just met, he couldn’t go straight to a biology book and brush through it looking only for information about DNA. That would look suspicious to whoever was watching through the cameras. It frustrated him that he’d had to be told there were cameras. He should have realized people besides Katherine might be watching him, but he wasn’t used to thinking about future technology and how it could be used against him. 

Where were the cameras? He didn’t know what the cameras of this time were supposed to look like, but he hadn’t seen any unexplained objects in his room. Unlike the story of the virus, he didn’t doubt that the warning about cameras was true. He knew his captors had the means to watch him, so of course they were watching. The fact that they hadn’t told him they were watching bothered him almost as much as the lies. Of course, if he was about to die from a disease, then being lied to and secretly watched was the least of his problems, but it upset him regardless.

When he reached a thousand and opened his eyes, he still didn’t know how he was going to conceal a deliberate search, but he sat up slowly, yawning and stretching to make it appear that he was waking, then turned on the light, feeling the eyes of his captors on him as he did so. He almost wished he hadn’t been warned about the cameras. From this moment on, it would be impossible to relax. 

He picked up his tablet and looked at it, trying to focus on the problem of verifying the woman’s words without alerting the watchers, rather than his discomfort at being watched. 

He needed to make his search for information look natural, like he was simply interested in any new information about the future, and he’d stumbled upon what he was looking for.

Biology was the study of life, and any advances in mankind’s understanding of life would be included in some books about advancements in general science. So, that was where he would start, and he’d work his way from there to what he really wanted to know, somehow. He wanted to hurry, because he needed to know more as soon as possible, preferably before Katherine came in and started eating breakfast. He needed to know by then if he should eat too or continue his protest.

He wrote the words “the history of science” into the search box for the library. He looked through the first few books that appeared. None of the books started with his time, but he found one that discussed important scientific events sorted by year, and by looking through the table of contents, he found an entry about something called the germ theory of disease next to the year 1862. That was a perfect place to start. Not only was disease something he needed to know about, but the entry was close enough to his own year that his looking at it first wouldn’t raise suspicion.

He read the entry, which was short, but seemed to corroborate what the woman had said. Tiny living things, like the viruses she’d spoken of, caused diseases. That was good to know, but it didn’t tell him anything about what DNA was or what it had to do with eggs. He thought for a moment, then decided he’d reached the point where he could look up a general biology book under the pretense of learning more about diseases, so he did. 

He found a book that looked promising and read through its table of contents. None of the chapter titles mentioned disease or germs, but many of them mentioned cells, and far into the list, near the end of the book, there were a few chapters with the letters DNA in their titles. So it was three letters said together, and not an unfamiliar word as he’d thought it might be.

This was the book he needed, but he didn’t dare start with the DNA chapters. It was already dangerous to be looking at a book that didn’t even mention the exact topic he was pretending to want to learn about in its chapter titles, but the book was a good enough find that he decided to read it anyway, from the beginning. 

He checked the time. It was 4:27. Katherine usually arrived at 8:00 a.m. so he had three and a half hours to get to the part of the book where he could learn what he wanted to know. He would have to read fast.

He came upon the first mention of DNA much earlier than expected, in an introductory section on the history of biology. He’d skipped directly to the more modern section that included his century, and when the section reached the twentieth century, the letters DNA started to appear in the text. They were surrounded by other words he didn’t understand, so it was impossible to tell what they meant. He hoped an understandable explanation of what DNA was would come later.

Shortly after that, in a section about the definition of life, the word “viruses” appeared and caught his interest. Apparently, there was some controversy over whether viruses were alive, since they weren’t made of cells. This didn’t tell him much more than he’d already known, except that based on the mentions of viruses replicating, it seemed that the woman had explained them correctly.

Then the book became strange. It put forward the position that all life on Earth was related to all other life, with species having undergone changes and separation into multiple other species over millions and billions of years. Somehow, the author of the book had concluded that he was related to a plant, and so had many scientists, over the course of more than a century. 

This book hadn’t been very old in 2024, so presumably scientists had still believed that notion in that year as well, but George hoped that in subsequent years the idea had been abandoned. He didn’t relish the thought of arguing about something as stupid as whether the trees in the forest were his distant cousins.

And then George found what he was looking for, in a chapter about genetics. It said that DNA was “genetic material” and that genetics had to do with heredity, and as George read the chapter, consulted a dictionary, then read it again, what the woman had said began to make sense. 

The “eggs” she’d spoken of were a special type of cell, each with half the DNA of the mother, and these came together with sperm cells, each with half the DNA of the father, to make offspring who had a full set of DNA, with half from each parent. 

It amazed George that the resemblance between children and their parents now had a scientific explanation. This DNA had been passed down from parent to child throughout the ages and no one had known about it, but now he did, and knowing that he carried the DNA of his parents within his own cells made him feel closer to them both, even centuries after their deaths.

The woman had said that now people combined the DNA from two egg cells, female cells, together. He still didn’t know how they did it, but he knew that if they could, the children born from such a union would have the same amount of DNA as anyone else, with half from each mother.

After carefully studying how the different types of DNA determined whether a person was male or female, he also understood why she’d said the offspring would all be girls. The DNA was divided into units called chromosomes, of which there were 23 pairs, and one of those pairs consisted of two different types of chromosomes, type X and type Y. Males had one of each, while females had two X chromosomes. This meant that in natural reproduction, the egg cells from the mother always had one X chromosome and the sperm cells had either an X or a Y. If a sperm with a Y joined with one of the eggs, the resulting child would be male. If the sperm had an X, the child would be female. This meant that combining DNA from two eggs was like choosing a sperm with an X chromosome every time. The result would always be a girl. 

The amount of information in this biology book was overwhelming. It reminded George once again of how little he knew. There were so many words that the book didn’t provide adequate definitions for, presumably because everyone from the time the book was written had already known them. He still didn’t know the meaning of everything he’d read. But he did know now that the woman’s story was scientifically plausible.

He should have expected that. If it was a lie, she knew enough not to make it obvious. 

George continued reading beyond that chapter, pretending that he was still interested in the book, but it was hard to focus on the text. He still found it difficult to believe in a society run by women. Important things would be left undone with no men to supervise, wouldn’t they? There were things women couldn’t do. Things they wouldn’t know how to do. Things they wouldn’t want to do, even if society permitted it. 

Then again, he’d heard of women becoming doctors. Maybe if necessity forced more women into that profession, it could continue even in the absence of men. Perhaps that was true for other professions as well.

And Katherine had used the word “she” to talk about any person. Not “he,” not “he or she,” just “she,” and she’d said that before she’d had any reason to suppose he’d realize she was lying, so she’d had no reason to make up another story for him at the time. If the woman who’d come to him now had been lying, that was an unlikely coincidence. He still didn’t know, but there was a good chance that the virus story was true.

He probably had less than three weeks left to live. 

Damnation.

He’d been saved from death in battle only to be killed by disease a few weeks later. He’d thought he was safe here. No one was trying to shoot him. No one wanted him dead. But that didn’t matter, because thanks to the disease, he was in more danger here than he had ever been.

He would soon die, and there was nothing he could do to protect himself.

As he thought this, he continued pretending to read from the book, moving through pages at what he hoped was a reasonable pace. Part of him resented having to spend any of his remaining time pretending to read from a book to keep his captors from learning that he’d been looking for information about DNA. 

He had so little time left, and the only thing he could do with it was look at books and videos on his tablet. It was nice, having access to more knowledge than he could have dreamed of, but it wasn’t the same now that he doubted he’d be able to use any of it. He’d probably never get out of here. He’d probably never see the sun again, or the world again, except in videos. He’d hoped to return to his own time, or if he couldn’t do that, at least to experience the world in the future. He’d wanted to fly in an airplane. He’d wanted to drive a car. Knowing he’d never be able to do that filled him with longing. There were so many things to experience in this time that he’d never dreamed were possible. He’d only been given a taste of what the future had to offer. He would never have anything more. 

Unless I survive, he thought. But there was no reason to think he would survive when 16 others had died before him. He wasn’t a stranger to the possibility of death, having been a soldier for two years, but this was different. He’d made a choice to join the army, so he’d always felt as if he’d had some control there, as well as a strong sense of purpose. He’d accepted the possibility of death for the sake of his country, but he hadn’t chosen to come to the future and face near certain death by disease, and he certainly hadn’t asked to be used as breeding stock to introduce fertile males back into the world.

What kind of life would he have if he survived? He’d be expected to lie with many women. That would be pleasant. He could have a different woman every night for the rest of his life. But he would also be alone in a world full of women. And if he had children, he’d be condemning all of his sons to nearly the same fate he was destined for, if they could survive the virus. It seemed impossible to him that his inoculation could extend to his potential children.

Was it right to produce sons under such circumstances? Perhaps it would be worth it to return males to society. Eventually, if men could survive and reproduce, their numbers would increase until they made up half of the population again. In the meantime, however, all of George’s male descendants would be out of place in a world full of women, and George didn’t want to condemn them to such a fate for the sake of future generations of males. He didn’t know if that was right or not. But most likely he wouldn’t have to decide, because he’d die before the question became relevant.

If these are to be my last days, he thought, then I shall not spend them grieving what is lost to me. He would soon join the people of his time in death. Maybe some of them were waiting for him now in heaven, as they had been for hundreds of years. He looked forward to seeing his family and friends again.

But until then, all he had was the short time before his death, and the tablet. He would at least make use of that. He would still learn whatever he could about whatever he wanted. That was the one choice that remained to him, to make his end more bearable.

The chapter he was reading now made little sense to him. If he hadn’t been distracted, he might have been able to understand some of it. As it was, he didn’t care enough to pay attention. After finishing that chapter, he decided he’d read enough now to give the impression that he hadn’t been looking for DNA. He was still tired. He’d been tired for two days now due to the lack of food. 

He lay down and tried to sleep, but for a long time he couldn’t. It was like trying to sleep before a battle. Knowing it could be the last time he slept had made that nearly impossible. Now here he was, facing death from another cause, and the result was the same. In the past, he’d planned with his comrades so that if one or more of them died then their families would be told what had happened, but now there was no one who would need to be informed of his death. He had no family or friends here. They were all dead. 

The closest thing he had to a friend was the woman who had visited him, but he didn’t know her name, and now that she had told him what he needed to know, he had no hope of seeing her again.

At last, he fell asleep. He had a strange dream where Katherine learned about the woman who had visited him. Katherine told him the woman had lied to him and the virus wasn’t real, but she still wouldn’t tell him anything else, so he thought she was the one who was lying. The dream was quite frustrating, just as his waking hours with Katherine had been, and he was surprised to find himself relieved when he woke to the real Katherine entering her side of the room and turning on the light. 

Seconds later, he heard the noise that meant breakfast was in the cupboard. He got up, trying to look reluctant and resigned to defeat, and got his breakfast. 

He looked at Katherine as he made his way to the desk. She smiled at him, looking relieved. Was she glad that he would remain awake after all? He would have thought she’d want him to be put to sleep so she wouldn’t have to watch him anymore. Maybe she was only paid for the time she spent watching him.

As he took his first bite, she said, “It’s good to see that you’ve finally figured out that starving yourself is pointless.”

Not exactly, George thought as he pretended to ignore her. Knowing why she had lied to him made him even angrier than before. If they were going to bring him forward only to watch him die, they could at least have had the decency to tell him the truth. He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of a response.

“Try to eat slowly,” she said. “Otherwise, you might throw up.”

George rolled his eyes. Did she think he was stupid?

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll shut up now.”

George finished eating, put his dishes in the cupboard, then picked up his tablet. Now that he knew what these women wanted from him, he knew that learning everything about the future didn’t matter as much as he’d thought. If he survived, everyone would know he had come from the past, so there was no point in trying to learn everything in order to pretend to be a person of this time when he got out. From now on, he would focus only on what interested him most, with little thought to how his lack of knowledge might affect his future. What would happen would happen. He would have to wait and see.

He opened the library and searched for time travel. It was time to read a future novel.
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Julia watched 17 as he ate, relieved that her plan had worked. Now she had to hope that no one would realize what she’d done. 

After eating, 17 found the book The Time Machine in the archive and started reading. She followed along through the screen capture video until Devika arrived to relieve her. 

Then she got a meal from the cafeteria, took it to her room, and ate. She hadn’t had lunch on her lunch break. She’d been too busy warning 17. Now she was starving. 

She continued to watch 17’s screen as she ate. She wondered what he thought about the book that had first popularized the concept of time travel. The plot of the book had nothing to do with the situation he was in now, but maybe he would think of that as a welcome distraction.

Her phone buzzed, and when she looked, she saw it was a text from her sister Megan to everyone in the immediate family. “I got the job!” it read.

Julia texted back, “Congratulations!” with a cheering emoji. Then for a while her phone kept buzzing as everyone else congratulated Megan as well. Megan had been hoping to get a position as a manager at the restaurant where she’d worked for a long time, but recently she had heard about a job opening for a manager position in another restaurant and had applied there. Julia was glad the opportunity had worked out.

After waiting a while for the texts to die down, Julia called Megan. “Hey, how does it feel to be a manager?” she asked after Megan accepted her call.

“Oh, it’s great. I’m going to miss Sarah and Brianna at Gourmet Gobbles, but I’m still feeling good about this. It’s nice to finally be moving up. Hey, how is your job going? Have you been making friends at work?”

“Some,” said Julia. “I’m thinking of leaving this job and getting another one though.”

“Oh, really? What’s wrong?”

“A few things that I’m not allowed to talk about. I’d like to get into something that isn’t classified, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I guess I understand.”

“Don’t tell Seoyeon Harmeoni until after I get a new job, okay?”

“You don’t want her to know you’re still figuring things out.”

“Exactly.”

Seoyeon Harmeoni was Julia’s only surviving grandmother on her umma’s side. She often thought that as the older twin, Julia should be an example to Megan, which meant having her shit together at all times. To the white side of Julia’s family, it didn’t matter which twin was older, but in Korean culture it was a big deal. Even the Korean language demanded that Julia always be referred to as the older sister (unni), while Megan was called the younger sibling (dongsaeng).

In Korean culture, Megan was supposed to respect Julia as the older sister, but according to Seoyeon Harmeoni that also meant Julia had to be worthy of that respect. Now, about to step away from her good job at the same time that Megan was moving to a better job, Julia felt the pressure to find something better herself. 

“I guess you’re sure your current job isn’t going to work for you then,” Megan said.

“Yes, positive.” Julia felt better after telling 17 the truth, but she couldn’t do that to every man they brought forward. If she tried, she would eventually get caught. Leaving her fancy government job she’d gotten straight out of college was a huge blow, but she had to accept it. She hoped she could find another position that her family would be proud of. 

“So,” Julia asked, “When do you start work at Linda’s?”


      ***After the conversation was over, Julia spent some time scrolling through the newsfeed on her phone, hoping to distract herself from her current work situation. President Melinda and her competitor Allie Galloway were both campaigning in the swing states. Melinda was running on her track record of streamlining government programs, and the fact that the economy had improved over the past four years. Allie was promising to slow down inflation, which had increased along with the growing economy, and to revamp the educational system. She wanted to give students more time outside the official schools so that their mothers could put them in private religion classes if they wanted to, and for once both the witches and the patriarchal Christians agreed that her plan was a good one. 
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