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When George Perkins came to, he was lying on his back, and his head hurt. 

What happened? He tried to remember, but it was difficult. His thoughts came slower than molasses in January. He felt lousy, like he’d had too much to drink last night.

He groaned. God, he didn’t want to puke.

He opened his eyes briefly, then shut them again because of the painfully bright light overhead. Was it morning already? He didn’t remember going to sleep the night before.

He tried to roll over, but he couldn’t move his arms. Alarmed, he opened his eyes again. He struggled, trying to sit up, and realized that he was strapped down to a bed. 

Panicked, he strained against the restraints, trying to break free, but it was no use. For a moment, he feared that he’d been tied down for an amputation, but he saw no surgeon, no other soldiers. 

There was no stench of blood and piss.

And other than a nasty headache, he was not in pain.

Was he dreaming? If so, this was one of the most lifelike dreams he’d ever had. He formed his hand into a fist. It felt real. If he wasn’t dreaming, then where was he? 

He stared up at a strange bright light in the center of a white ceiling. Light filled the room like sunlight, giving him the sense of being outdoors, although he clearly was not. 

He blinked and took a deep breath, trying to relax. He needed to face this situation calmly and logically. If he wasn’t dreaming, his life might depend on avoiding stupid mistakes. 

He raised his head as much as he could. Instead of his uniform, he was wearing all white, and his clothes blended in with the white bed linens underneath. He looked around and saw that the whole room was white, with white furniture, and to his left was a wall of glass. An entire wall of unbroken glass. How expensive must it have been to make that? Clearly his captors were wealthy.

On the other side of the large window was a pretty woman sitting at a writing desk. Her light brown hair was down, and she wore a thin white dress that stopped at her knees. That was scandalous, but she did not look or act like a whore. She moved her fingers quickly across a rectangular thing on top of her desk. 

At last, she looked in his direction, and her face broke into a warm smile as she saw him looking back at her. “Hello. You’re awake.”

Surprisingly, he could hear her clearly, although they were separated by the glass.

“Where am I?” His voice came out slurred. Was he drunk? He searched his mind again for the last thing he could remember. He was on his way back from the latrines. He vaguely remembered a bright light, a pain in his neck, and falling. Was he ambushed? Was he now a prisoner of war?

That was unlikely. No prison would be this clean.

“You’re in a quarantine facility near Washington D.C.,” said the woman.

Washington? How had he gotten there? The woman offered no explanation.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

He didn’t answer. “Why am I tied down?”

“You’ve been given medicine to put you to sleep. If you get up too soon, you might hurt yourself, so we’re restraining you until we know we can let you up safely. Now, what’s your name?”

“You said I’m somewhere near Washington?”

“Yes.”

“You’re lying. Washington is hundreds of miles from Vicksburg, and I would remember if I were taken there….”

“We transported you through time travel.”

“Time travel?”

“Instantaneous travel through time and space. You were near Vicksburg in…” she glanced at the thing on her desk, “1863, right?”

“Yes.” Who would forget what year it was?

“Well, now you’re near Washington D.C. in the year 2024. Less than a day has passed for you, but it’s been over 150 years for everyone else. Welcome to the 21st century.”

The 21st century? There was no way that was true. George was no Rip Van Winkle. He snorted, laughing at the absurdity. She couldn’t expect him to believe her. He stared back at her, waiting for her to smile and say it was all a hoax.

She didn’t.

“What’s your name?” she asked again.

“Where am I really?”

“I just told you, you’re at a facility near Washington D.C. in the year 2024.”

“Why should I believe that?”

“You probably remember being brought here. You were outside, in the camp, at night. Then suddenly you were inside a room with bright lights. All of that happened before we put you to sleep.”

He remembered being blinded by light, but that didn’t mean he’d traveled through time. And what did she mean by “before we put you to sleep?” 

“Was I chloroformed?” he asked.

“No. We used other medicine.”

Her manner was calm and matter of fact, but her answers didn’t put him at ease. “Why did you put me to sleep?”

“We put you to sleep so we could give you a blood test and immunizations.”

He felt himself growing increasingly concerned. “Why would you do that?”

“I’m not allowed to tell you.”

“Then bring me someone who is allowed to tell me.”

“I’m not allowed to do that either.”

“Then go and tell them I want to speak to the man in charge.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Why?”

“As long as you’re in this facility, you’ll only be speaking with me.”

This didn’t make sense. His frustration was growing. Here he was, strapped down, and no one was answering his questions. “How long will I be in this facility?”

“Four weeks.”

“I want to go back.”

“Back to 1863?”

“Yes.”

“That’s understandable, but we can’t do that.”

George wondered again if he was dreaming. The situation felt real, but it was also a nightmare. “Why not?”

“Time travel only works in one direction, forward.”

How convenient, he thought. Of course, imaginary time travel wouldn’t send him back. But why invent a story that no one would believe? “If there’s no way to send me back, then why on Earth did you bring me here?” He couldn’t keep the anger out of his voice.

“I’m not allowed to tell you.”

Damnation. He felt like he was talking to a parrot in a tent show. If he could get off the bed, he’d leave, but he was trapped here with someone who was no help at all. There was no point in yelling or complaining. She had him at her mercy. He sighed. “Very well. What are you allowed to tell me?”

“I can tell you how to use the facility, and anything else you want to know about 2024. But first, I need you to tell me your name.”

“Why should I tell you?”

“Because I’m not allowed to let you get up until you can answer a few basic questions. We need to know you’re coherent.”

“I’ve been talking for several minutes. Obviously, I am coherent.”

Again, she pursed her lips, waiting for his answer.

Two could play at this game. There was something about being questioned while tied up that made his hackles rise. But as historians had often taught, it was foolish to win a battle, just to lose a war. And his grandmother, if she were still alive, would advise him to use honey rather than vinegar to get what he wanted. So be it. He could be reasonable. “George Perkins.”

She smiled. “Thank you, George. Nice to meet you.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Katherine.”

“What’s your last name?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

She sounded like a bossy schoolmarm, and he didn’t like being the recalcitrant student. “Why not?”

“I’m not allowed to reveal personal information about myself. Now, what’s your age?”

He could tell that she wasn’t going to let him up unless he told her. He considered lying, but what would be the point? He didn’t know why she wanted the information. Polly wanted a cracker, and he was going to give it to her. “24.”

“What’s your date of birth?”

“April 21st, 1839. Why is that important?”

“I need to check to make sure you’re lucid enough to remember basic details correctly.” She tapped the rectangle on her desk. “Looks like the math adds up.”

He heard a clicking noise. He shifted, trying to move again, and found that he was suddenly free. Relieved, he sat up and saw that the clasps on his bonds had all come undone simultaneously. “How did you do that?”

She glanced at him through the large window. “Do what?”

“Release me without touching anything.”

“I pressed the remote control to undo the strap buckles. It’s technology from beyond your time, but you’ll be able to read about how it works if you like.”

He looked to the door in the back wall. A way out? If he could get out of the room, perhaps he could find someone who’d be willing to tell him what was truly going on, rather than her absurd fiction about time travel. Was he well enough to get up?

He slid his legs off the bed and onto the white floor. There were white stockings on his feet, which reminded him that he’d somehow lost his shoes, and his uniform. “What happened to my clothes?” 

“You’ll get them back when you get out of quarantine. For now, you’ll be wearing the clothes we’ve given you.” 

He’d heard that taking one’s clothes was something often done in prisons. It infuriated him that he’d been stripped while unconscious, and that his uniform had been taken. The standard dark blue coat and light blue trousers were replaceable, if necessary, but that would cost him more than a month’s pay. Besides that, he’d had nearly another month’s pay in his pockets, along with letters from his mother, his sister Maggie, and his brother Thomas. The letter from Thomas was particularly precious to George because it was the last correspondence George had had from him before he died, and knowing his captors had taken it from him made him even more angry. 

He stood up, slowly. He felt lightheaded and unsteady, but with concentration, he made it to the door. He worried that he would find it locked, but it opened easily. The little room on the other side contained no doors out that he could see.

“That’s the bathroom,” said Katherine, which was not helpful. There was a porcelain seat inside that looked like the seat in an outhouse. Obviously an expensive outhouse. 

He turned back to her and walked toward the glass. “Where is the way out?”

“There isn’t one.”

“There must be. How did I get in here?”

“We transported you through time travel directly into your room.”

“With no plan to get me out of here?”

“The glass can slide up and down. When your quarantine period is over, we’ll let you out.”

“Why am I in quarantine?”

“We need to make sure you’re not carrying any diseases from your time that could infect us here. Since your time, smallpox has been irradicated, and we don’t want you accidentally bringing it back.”

Another strange lie. There was no way to fully stop a disease like that.

He reached the glass. He put his hand out and touched it. It was smooth and thick. He tried pushing upward, to see if he could shift it, but it didn’t move. Could he break through it?

Katherine had left her desk. She walked toward him. Soon she was standing in front of him, so close that he could have reached out and touched her if it weren’t for the glass.

He wouldn’t try to break the glass now, when she could get hurt if he succeeded. She might have helped capture him, but if there was any truth to what she said, he doubted she was the one primarily responsible. Besides that, he didn’t like the idea of harming a woman.

He considered his situation. Katherine said he wouldn’t be able to speak to anyone except for her for the next four weeks, which meant there was no one else to verify or contradict her story. If he wanted the truth, he’d have to get it from her, somehow. He decided to voice his suspicion point blank and see her reaction. “Am I a prisoner of war?”

“No, the war you were in ended in 1865.”

Oh dear. Of course, she was only telling him whatever would make her story sound most plausible, but he hoped the actual war wouldn’t last another two years. The last two had been bad enough. 

“Who won?”

“The Union. That was your side, right?”

“Yes, thank God.”

She laughed. “We wouldn’t punish you for being on the losing side, if that’s something you’re worried about.”

He gestured, holding his hands out wide to his sides. “And yet, here I am, imprisoned all the same.”

“This isn’t a prison. It’s a quarantine facility.”

Yes, Polly. She kept repeating herself, but he didn’t believe her.

George considered his options. He could play along, pretending to believe her, and then try to escape at a more opportune moment. However, since he had the time – obviously – he might as well try to poke holes in her ridiculous story.

“Very well then.” He folded his arms in front of himself. “You say it’s been over a century since the war. Tell me what has happened since then.”

“Well, there have been more wars, and a lot of new inventions, like the remote control I told you about.”

“You said I can read about that if I want to. Do you intend to give me books?”

“You won’t need books. You’ll be able to access information through the tablet we gave you. It’s in the top drawer of your desk there.” She pointed to the desk next to his bed. He walked over to it, opened the top drawer, and pulled out a thin, hard, rectangular object like the one Katherine had on her desk. It must be the tablet she spoke of. The top of it was mostly black, with a silver frame, but as he lifted it the black portion changed color to dark reddish pink, except for some words at the bottom reading, “Swipe up to unlock,” and a white line below them. He stared at the tablet. How had it suddenly changed color like that?

“Would you like me to explain how to use it?” Katherine asked. 

“Use it to do what?”

“Mostly to look at pictures of things. The screen – that’s the front part of the tablet – can change to show you a picture of what you want to see.”

“How?”

“That’s complicated. We don’t need to worry about that for now.”

“I want to know how this works.”

“Then I’ll start by teaching you how to use it. When you know how, you’ll be able to get it to show the text of a book about computers. A computer is a machine that stores and manipulates information, and your tablet is a type of computer. Once you have access to the computer’s library, you’ll be able to read about computers for yourself.”

The front of the tablet had turned black again. George watched it for a moment to see if anything changed, but nothing happened. Had he only imagined the strange changes in color he’d seen before? He wasn’t going mad, was he?

What had really happened to him the moment he was blinded? How much of what he’d seen since waking up was real, and how much was hallucination? His knees felt weak. He sat on the edge of the bed. 

“Hey, are you okay?” Katherine asked.

“I don’t know.” Had he only imagined her telling him they were in the future? “What year did you say it was?”

“2024.”

He did the math in his head. Supposedly, about 161 years had passed. Perhaps a few months more or less. Was that enough time for mankind to invent a device that could change colors, and perhaps show pages of books?

What if the time travel story was real? That would be worse than madness because it would mean everyone he knew was dead. His mother, his brothers and sisters, and his friends, and everyone else in both the Union and Confederate armies, all dead.

Maybe he was only dreaming. Oh God, let this be a dream. He tried to wake himself.

Nothing happened.

“Hey,” Katherine said. “You don’t look like you’re feeling so good. Do you have a headache?”

“Why do you care?” he asked.

“I can get you some painkillers if you like.”

“Painkillers?”

“Yes. Medication for pain. Do you want some?”

If she or her superiors had wanted to kill him, they could have done it while he was unconscious, so he could trust them not to poison him, and he did have a headache. “Yes, please.”

She tapped on her tablet. “I’m requesting them now. I’ll tell you when they’re ready. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Aside from letting me out?”

“Yes.”

He considered what to ask for. What he needed was more information. He was either dreaming, mad, or trapped in the future. He couldn’t wake himself, but he could at least try to figure out whether he was insane or not. “Tell me something. I want you to be completely honest with me.”

“Okay. What do you want to know?”

“Am I in here because I’ve gone mad?”
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