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  PRAISE FOR LISA GOLDSTEIN


  THE RED MAGICIAN


  “Turns the hidden world of Eastern European Jews during the 1940s into a world of wonders, then transcends the Holocaust with a magical optimism.”


  —The New York Times Book Review


  “[Goldstein] has given us the kind of magic and adventure that once upon a time made us look for secret panels in the walls of wardrobes, or brush our teeth with a book held in front of our eyes, because we couldn’t bear to put it down.”


  —The New Yorker


  THE DREAM YEARS


  “A short book but an intense one. Like all Goldstein’s work it’s beautifully written and full of marvelous lingering imagery.”


  —Jo Walton, author of Among Others and The Just City


  “This is an excellent little novel…Highly recommended.”


  —Solar Bridge


  A MASK FOR THE GENERAL


  “In transplanting the consciousness of the 1960s to the near-future, the author of Dream Years has created a brilliant parable of nonviolent revolution. Recommended.”


  —Library Journal


  “Absorbing, quietly impressive, thoughtful work—welcome evidence of Goldstein’s steady improvement as a clear-eyed fantasist of depth, range and charm.”


  —Kirkus Reviews


  TOURISTS


  “One of the great American novels of the 1980s.”


  —Fantasy & Science Fiction


  “A charming tale of magic realism … A cool, quiet breeze in a realm too often filled with hot air.”


  —San Francisco Chronicle


  STRANGE DEVICES OF THE SUN AND MOON


  “That rare and marvelous beast, a fantasy grounded in humanity. Lisa Goldstein mixes history, faerie, literature and love to engrave a tale both intelligent and fine…. It is, from first to last, a delight.”


  —Neil Gaiman, author of American Gods and Neverwhere


  “Goldstein imbues this material with the proper amount of stylishness and invention, skillfully weaving a richly textured tapestry of narrative unmarred by the ratty threads of cliché.”


  —San Francisco Chronicle


  SUMMER KING WINTER FOOL


  “With its clear, spare style and knowing reversals, Summer King, Winter Fool is a fantasy that uses its exotic setting to universalize a poignant examination of the follies of the human heart.”


  —Interzone


  “Builds a magic intricate spell of wonder for the reader who will allow herself to be challenged and her imagination to be stretched.”


  —SF Age


  TRAVELLERS IN MAGIC


  “Goldstein is at her best in the stories that touch on themes of Jewish experience, such as the Holocaust: the touching ghost story ‘Alfred,’ the vivid and effective ‘A Traveller at Passover’ and, perhaps best of all, ‘Breadcrumbs and Stones,’ which combines fairy tales and Holocaust memories in a tale of tragedy and hope.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  “The most important short-story collection I’ve seen this year … displays an imposing array of talents.”


  —Locus


  WALKING THE LABYRINTH


  This marvelous and (in the old sense of the word) fabulous book combines the best qualities of narrative, epistolary and personal journal novels…. Walking the Labyrinth is full of enchantments and illusions, wonders and delights, and the mysterious connections of a family. A highly satisfying read!”


  —Fantasy & Science Fiction


  “A modern morality play that says much about what it means to live, love and learn. Along the way, Goldstein confronts us with bold truths, as well as enchantment.”


  —Locus


  DARK CITIES UNDERGROUND


  “The novel moves rapidly, building momentum as each secret is revealed…the story’s premise, and the questions that arise from it, should keep readers involved.”


  —Publishers Weekly


  “Reveals and explores the connections among the worlds of Narnia and Never-Never Land, the Wind in the Willows and Wonderland, myth and legend…. This fine modern fantasy is also about archetypes, childhood, growing up, loyalty, immortality, death, and love.”


  —Cynthia Ward


  THE ALCHEMIST’S DOOR


  “Meticulous research, pristine storytelling, and Goldstein’s genuine affection for her characters make this historical fantasy a priority purchase for most libraries.”


  —Library Journal


  “Aficionados of historical fantasy or simply of strong prose will love this fast-moving and entertaining novel.”


  —SF Revu


  THE UNCERTAIN PLACES


  An exquisitely beautiful, eerily compelling modern fairy tale.”


  —Library Journal, starred review


  “Goldstein’s complex and ingenious plot transplants the forest realm of European folktale, where witches grant wishes with strings attached and you’d better be careful which frog you kiss, into the sun-drenched hills of Northern California in the 1970s—and beyond.”


  —Ursula K. Le Guin, author of A Wizard of Earthsea and The Left Hand of Darkness


  “A gripping story that twists with compelling dream logic; Goldstein’s fairy-tale family radiate believable unreality, and the faerie realm contained herein evinces the perfect mix of terror and attraction. Start reading this at your peril; once I did, I couldn’t stop until I was done.”


  —Cory Doctorow, author of Little Brother and Down and Out in the Magic Kingdom
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  THE WOMAN WAS STALKING her again. She was keeping to the other side of the street and staying back a few paces, but Ann had no doubt about who it was. She had seen her a few days ago on her way to work, and a week before that, and now here she was again, almost not even bothering to hide her interest.


  What did she want? Ann turned to look at her and the woman nodded. It was as though they were playing some kind of game, the rules of which were known to both of them. You know I’m watching you, she seemed to say, and I know you know, and you know I know you know …


  We could stay here forever, Ann thought, trapped in infinite recursion. The woman was shorter than average, and because Ann was short herself she had wondered once or twice if the woman could be her biological mother, come to find out what had happened to the baby she had given up. And her hair was brown like Ann’s, though Ann’s was a few shades lighter, more reddish.


  Ann turned away and continued on to Sam’s Computer Solutions, and by the time the boss let her inside her stalker was nowhere to be seen. She went into the back room and dumped her coat and purse in her locker, then headed out to the office and started work.


  She had gotten a reputation at the shop as a clever hacker, so the other two employees often saved their most difficult problems for her. It meant that she sometimes got to work on interesting things, but on the other hand it also meant that she failed more often than the other two, which gave Sam, the boss, more reason to pay attention to her. She disliked that, felt uncomfortable when people noticed her.


  That dislike was probably why she had spotted the stalker so easily. She knew any number of ways of making herself inconspicuous, and it alarmed her that the woman was still interested in her. What could she possibly want? Some of Ann’s excursions into the Internet hadn’t been entirely innocent. Still, if the woman was her mother …


  She fell into a well-worn reverie of reunion, an embarrassing fantasy in many ways but one she couldn’t keep away from. It took her through the boring job she had started yesterday, retrieving data from a hard disk someone had wiped accidentally. A mix of off-the-shelf recovery utilities and her own custom code designed to predict missing sector data, based on file types and still extant CRC data, made it a pretty mundane task, but a distressingly common one… It was amazing how often people managed to screw up like that. PEBCAK, they called it at the shop: Problem Exists Between Chair and Keyboard.


  It took her less than an hour to recover everything, and she sat for a moment after she had finished, summoning the energy for another job. “Ann!” Sam called from the front of the store. “Could you come here for a minute?”


  She headed out to the front—and there, talking calmly to Sam, was her stalker.


  “She asked for you by name,” he said, and turned away to help another customer.


  “Who are you?” Ann asked, shocked into rudeness.


  “What?” the woman said.


  “You heard me—I want to know who you are. You’ve been following me, haven’t you? It’s creepy, and it’s probably illegal too. I could go to the police.”


  “No. No, you have the wrong idea. I want to interview you for a job.”


  “You—you what?”


  Sam hurried over to them, probably drawn by the sound of Ann’s raised voice. “Is there a problem here?” he asked.


  “No,” the stalker said. “Ann and I were just talking.”


  That’s right, Sam said she knows my name, Ann thought. This is beyond creepy.


  Up close Ann could see that the woman didn’t look much like her at all. She had round cheeks and a snub nose, nothing like Ann’s thinner face. Her hair was streaked with gray.


  Sam headed back to his customer. The woman went on quickly, before Ann could say anything. “Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot here. I brought my computer to your store and you got rid of a virus for me. I like the way you solve problems, that’s all. We might be able to use someone like you.”


  “So why were you following me? Do you do that to all your potential employees?”


  Careful, she thought. She said she wants to offer you a job—don’t alienate her.


  “I’m sorry if I frightened you,” the woman said. “We wanted to know more about you, that’s all.”


  “Who’s ‘we’?”


  “My company. Transformations Incorporated. We’re— well, we’re problem-solvers. Look, the easiest thing is to show you. Can you come to our campus, take a look around? When’s your next day off?”


  It sounded too good to be true, Ann thought. Things like this didn’t happen to people like her. “I should tell you—I never went to college,” she said, trying not to sound defensive. They’d find that out sooner or later; it was probably best to get it out of the way.


  “That doesn’t matter,” the woman said. She seemed unsurprised, as if she’d known all along. And maybe she had; maybe they’d learned all kinds of things about her from following her around. “The important thing is how well you do on a series of tests we’ll give you.”


  “I don’t even know your name,” Ann said.


  “I’m sorry. I’m Emra Walker. I could shoot my data to your phone, if you like.”


  Ann nearly laughed. Did Ms. Walker really think she could afford a smart phone on the salary they paid her here? “My phone wouldn’t take it. Don’t you have a card or something?”


  “No, sorry.”


  “Where’s Transformations Incorporated, then?”


  “I can pick you up and bring you there. When are you free?”


  “Tomorrow’s my day off—I guess we can go then.”


  Ms. Walker asked for her address and phone number, then made a show of programming them into her own phone. Ann had the idea that it was just a formality, that they already had all her information, including her work schedule. Why else had they made contact with her just before her day off?


  ANN GOOGLED THE WOMAN that evening, as soon as she got back to her apartment. She found a website for Transformations Incorporated, written in language so vague that it seemed to be intentionally hiding something, filled with buzzwords like “proactive” and “forward-looking” and “forming new paradigms for time-honored modalities.” She clicked on the “Contact” link but there was no street address, just some phone numbers and email addresses. Emra Walker herself she found listed under “Facilitators.”


  She surfed over to the Department of Motor Vehicles and snuck into its employee remote access interface, something she had figured out how to do a while ago. Once in the database, though, she couldn’t find a driver’s license for Emra Walker anywhere. Well, maybe she had moved here from another state. But when she hacked the Social Security administration she couldn’t find a social security number either.


  Walker rang her doorbell the next day. Ann felt her heart speed up as she opened the door and saw her standing there; some part of her, she realized, had not expected her to come.


  They got into Walker’s car, a late-model Toyota. Walker pressed a button and the engine caught, and Ann, who had never seen a car that started that way, had to keep herself from staring, from looking like some kind of technological ignoramus. It reminded her of ancient planes in World War I movies; she almost expected to see propellers whir into action.


  Ann lived south of San Francisco, in a boring suburb on the peninsula. Walker turned onto the freeway and headed away from the city. They drove for several miles in silence, and then Walker took an off-ramp leading to an industrial neighborhood Ann had never visited before, filled with factories and warehouses. A few blocks later they turned in at a driveway leading to an empty lot. The lot was surrounded by a chain-link fence and concreted over; weeds were growing up through cracks in the pavement.


  Walker slid a card into a machine by the driveway, and a gate in the fence opened. They drove a long way up a weed-filled road, then came to a large square building that looked like a warehouse. There was no sign in front to show what kind of business went on within it, or even that it was a business at all. Walker parked in a lot at the side and led Ann up the front steps.


  Walker used her card again to open the door. It was very different inside, cool and quiet and softly lit, with white walls and pale wooden floors. A secretary at a front desk said something to them, too softly for Ann to hear. Ann looked at Walker, waiting for her to reply.


  Walker didn’t say anything, though. Now Ann saw that the secretary had a short wire leading from her ear, that she was probably on the phone, though Ann had never seen a telephone like that before. Where was the microphone, did she have it implanted somewhere?


  The secretary murmured something and turned toward them, then buzzed them through a door behind her. “I’ll give you a tour, then you’ll have to get started on the tests,” Walker said.


  The tour was quick, fitful, as if Walker felt she didn’t need to be polite once Ann had agreed to come along with her. She led Ann down a hallway lined with open doors, showing her classrooms, offices where people worked at computers, a laboratory filled with equipment she didn’t recognize.


  Ann stopped to look at a picture on the wall, a photograph of people running through a stone alleyway. A vast red fire, like a curtain, hung in the distance.


  The people were wearing togas and sandals, she saw, and there were frescos on some of the walls around them. It looked like—she had read a historical novel about Pompeii once, and she had imagined it something like this. But a photograph? Well, you could do a lot with Photoshop these days.


  Now she saw other photos, one of knights on horseback chasing a group of ragged-looking people without armor, another that looked like something she’d read once about Zimbabwe, men and women cementing bricks in an enormous circular tower. The photos looked surprisingly real; she could see the shadows of the ladders on the tower, and a dark stain of dirt, or maybe blood, on the flank of one of the horses. Someone had had a lot of time on their hands, she thought.


  “Come along,” Walker said. She sounded impatient.


  Another door led into an open courtyard. For a moment, as she walked outside from the dimly lit corridors, the sun seared her vision, turning the green lawn black. Then her sight cleared and she saw fountains and trees, and groups of people sitting at tables or on the grass and eating and talking.


  They headed across the courtyard and back inside, then down another hall to another classroom. This one was half filled with people, most of them, like Ann, in their early twenties. A laptop computer sat at each desk.


  “This is where we’ll be giving you your tests,” Walker said.


  She seemed to have assumed that Ann had already agreed to work for them. “Wait a minute,” she said.


  “Yes?” Another sound of impatience.


  Ann had dozens of questions, and no idea which one to ask first. The tests could start at any minute, though; she had to hurry.


  “It’s just that I never heard of a company that gave classes before. I mean, I thought you were supposed to just go in and do your work.”


  “Ah. That’s the difference between us and other corporations. We believe in skill-building, in staying on the cutting edge.”


  Could you fit any more clichés into that sentence? she thought. Still, she had to admit she liked the idea of being paid to study.


  “Also, well, you never told me exactly what your company does,” she said.


  “That’s proprietary information. We can’t tell you that, not until we’re sure we want to hire you.”


  For a brief moment Ann thought about backing out. She was already annoyed with the games the other woman played, with all the secrecy. Then she remembered something a teacher had once said. “It’s like you want to fail sometimes, Ann. Like you’re your own worst enemy.”


  The teacher had been wrong, though. The truth was that she didn’t care whether she failed or not, that she didn’t want to care. The worst thing was hope, was wanting something so badly that you’d be destroyed if you didn’t get it. Because you didn’t get most of the things that you wanted, so why go to all that effort?


  But she wanted this job, she realized. Funny, since she didn’t even know what it was. She went into the classroom and sat down at one of the desks.


  The rest of the day passed in an anxious blur. A company employee appeared with stacks of forms for the candidates to fill out and sign, and then the computers booted up and a multiple choice test appeared on the screen. She skimmed easily through the first part, math and computer programming problems. The second part, history and foreign languages, was harder; she’d stopped paying attention in those classes a long time before she graduated high school. Still, she discovered that she’d read enough historical novels to answer a lot of the questions, and even the mysteries and science fiction she read were sometimes set in other times.


  Then she was herded into another room, where a live interviewer posed a series of logic questions. Another room held another interviewer, this one asking about her personal life.


  The logic questions were easy, the biographical information much harder. “Why didn’t you go to college?” the interviewer asked, looking down at an open folder on his desk.


  They had to know the answer to this. Probably it was in that folder he was staring at. “Well, my grades weren’t good enough,” she said.


  “Yes, but why not? You’re obviously intelligent.”


  She never talked about herself if she could help it, but sometimes, especially when she wanted to get someone on her side, she trotted out the story she called Pity the Poor Orphan Girl. She’d studied hard in grade school, she told the interviewer, but then, around the time she’d started high school, she had been placed in a new foster home, one with seven children and one computer. “The teachers gave us homework you could only do on the computer, but the boys— there were five of them, and only two of us girls—they never let me use it, they stayed on for hours, watching porn and playing video games. I tried talking to the foster parents, but they weren’t home very much.”


  “Why didn’t you go to the library?”


  Why didn’t you? she thought. They all had advice for her, these people with their easy lives, they all knew what they would have done in her place. But would they really have taken the bus to the library, waited in line for their turn at the computer, and then managed to finish their homework in a half an hour, which was all the time the library allotted them? Wouldn’t they have done exactly what she did, skipping classes and daydreaming through the ones she did go to?


  She told him a little of this, trying not to sound as if she felt sorry for herself. And she didn’t, not really. She’d managed on her own, she’d gotten free of that foster home, which had been far worse than she’d let the interviewer know. The parents were never around, leaving the kids to fend for themselves. The oldest boy had attacked her once, and thrown her to the floor of the room she’d shared with the other girl; she’d managed to stab him with a pen and he’d run away.


  “How did you get hired at Computer Solutions?” the interviewer asked.


  He would like this part, she thought; it showed initiative. “I worked at a fast-food place and saved up the money to buy my own computer, and then I got books from the library and taught myself how to program.”


  She was starting to get hungry; it had to be nearly noon. But when they finished the interviewer sent her on to another room, this one filled with only women. Another woman came through a door and told them all to strip and put on medical gowns for their physical.


  She nearly backed out then, nearly turned around and just walked away. “This is the last thing on the schedule, and then you’ll be free to go,” the woman said.


  Well, she’d come this far—she might as well get it over with. She took off her blouse and bra as quickly as she could, revealing the puckered scars on her torso for a few bare seconds, then shrugged into her gown. No one seemed to have noticed anything. Not that they would have mentioned it if they had: adults had mostly grown out of the cruelty of her high school gym classes, or at least they pretended that they had.


  They lined up at a bathroom for a urine sample, and then a woman sitting at a table took her blood and temperature and peered into her mouth and ears. After that she was ushered into an examining room; it smelled astringent, like rubbing alcohol, with an undertone of an earlier woman’s flowery perfume. A woman in a white coat came in, asked her to lie down on an examining table, and parted the front of her gown.


  Ann held her breath and waited for the inevitable questions. Usually she said that she had fallen into barbed wire when she was a child. She had learned early on that if she told the truth, if she said she didn’t know how or where she’d gotten the scars, the questioner would laugh or stare incredulously and then ask more questions she couldn’t answer.


  She’d tried to find out what had happened to her, but that information was gone, irretrievable. She’d gone through official channels and learned that her birth mother hadn’t wanted to be contacted, then had tried unofficial channels, breaking into records for hospitals and foster homes. She’d already had the scars when she’d arrived at her first foster home; no one knew how she had gotten them. Someone somewhere along the way had given her the name Ann Decker; she didn’t know why.


  The doctor said nothing about the scars, though. She palpated her breast and stomach, then sat her back up and listened to her lungs through an icy-cold stethoscope. “Breathe,” the doctor said. “No, deeper.”


  The doctor took away the stethoscope and fitted a blood pressure cuff around her arm. Her blood pressure must be through the roof, she thought. She breathed deeply, trying to calm herself.


  “Okay,” the doctor said. “We’re done here.”


  “Now what?” Ann said.


  “Now you find your contact person and go home,” the doctor said. “We’ll get in touch with you soon.”


  She’d expected something more ceremonial at the end, maybe even someone saying that she’d passed with flying colors and could start work tomorrow. Whoever these people were, they seemed terrible at social interactions. She left the examining room and found Emra Walker waiting for her in the room outside.


  She tried pressing the other woman for information on the drive home, but Walker would only say that no one knew the results yet, that she would have to wait to be contacted. A week later she logged onto her computer and found email from Transformations Incorporated, with a heading that said “Congratulations.” She made a fist and punched it, and shouted into the empty air.
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  Strengths and Weaknesses of Cohort 15, With Some Recommendations Emra Walker


  The 12 members of Cohort 15 were recruited in accordance with the guidelines set forth in Directive 24. All of them are outsiders in some way, with compelling reasons to leave their employment and/or domestic arrangements, making them eager to join our shell company, Transformations Incorporated. All are of superior intelligence, with either excellent grades or a good reason for poor performances in their places of education. All achieved high scores on our tests for creativity, problem solving, information retention, and flexible thinking …


  There is one statistical anomaly regarding this group, however. Of these 12 members, a full 5 of them tried to break through the firewall on our computers while taking their tests, though none of them succeeded. These members are Francine Craig, Ann Decker, Maya Isaacs, Harry Leung, and Zachery Shaye. (See Table 3, attached, for the complete test scores of all 5. See also Table 4, attached, for a comparison with other cohorts, and note that previously only one or two members per cohort attempted this break-in during their testing period.)


  Attempting to hack a computer is considered evidence of creativity and flexible thinking, and adds 5 points to the overall test score. I would like to go on record as disagreeing with this idea. To my mind breaking into a computer is a strong marker for antisocial behavior, and I would recommend that we stop rewarding these efforts. In fact, I would go further and subtract 5 points rather than add them.


  Secondly, I would recommend that none of the members listed in Table 3 be sent together on any assignments, as their antisocial tendencies may combine and even intensify, causing unforeseen problems …
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  AFTER A WEEK AT Transformations Ann had learned very little more about the company. She had to take two buses, early in the morning, to the campus, where she spent a full day studying everything from particle physics to ancient history.


  She discussed it, of course, with the other people in her classes, but they had come to no firm conclusion. “Maybe it’s some kind of experiment,” Franny said. She had long pale crinkly hair and she laughed a lot; her mouth seemed wider than most people’s. She was another person with an easy life, Ann had thought, and at first she was prepared to dislike her because of it, but Franny seemed so friendly with everybody that she couldn’t keep it up.


  They were eating lunch on the long green lawn, in the shade of one of the trees. The lunches were available in the cafeteria, and, Ann had been startled to learn, were free to all the employees. She usually took as much advantage of these meals as she could, and today she was eating a fish she had never tried before, tilapia.


  “What kind of experiment?” Ann asked. “What do they want to prove?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe they want to see how long we go without asking any questions.”


  “Well, for God’s sake don’t ask any, then. I’ve never been paid to study before.”


  “Oh, the bill’s going to come due sooner or later,” a man named Jerry said. He was thin, intense, with long blond hair that flopped over his black-framed glasses. “It’s all being funded by the CIA, or some secret organization we never heard of. They’ll give us government jobs when we graduate.”


  “They’re secretive, all right, but why does it have to be the CIA?” Ann asked. “Maybe it’s something boring and obvious, like designing bombs.”


  “You’re no fun,” Franny said. “Anyway, I wouldn’t do it. I’d never make bombs.”


  “You might have to. They made us sign those forms, remember? Did you read all of them?”


  “Aliens,” Zachery said suddenly, a man with a long thin face and a fuzzy beard. “Has to be. They’re training us to colonize some distant planet.”


  Jerry turned to him. “You can’t possibly believe—”


  Zach laughed. Ann had already noticed that he didn’t take very much seriously. “Well, Franny said she wanted something fun.”


  Franny ignored him. “And as long as we’re asking questions, what’s up with those mirrors they have in all the classrooms?” she said. “Do you think they’re two-way mirrors?”


  “Don’t you mean one-way?” Ann said. “I mean, if you could see through it both ways it would just be a window, right?”


  Franny laughed. “Yeah, I guess. But my question is, why would they bother looking at us through a mirror? They probably have cameras and microphones and whatnot.”


  “You think so? You really think they’re watching us that closely?”


  “Yeah, I do. At the interview they seemed to know things—well, they knew a lot about me.”


  “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Ann said.


  The others nodded. She waited, wondering if anyone would open up, confide their secrets, but no one said anything.


  Chimes rang out over the lawn: lunch was over. As she cleaned up and headed to class with the others she felt a strange lightness building under her breastbone. It took her a while to figure out what it was, and then she realized: it was happiness.


  “ALL RIGHT,” PROFESSOR DAS said in their physics class that afternoon, with no preamble. “We’re going to try an experiment.”


  He set a small wire cage on his desk. It looked like a hamster cage she’d seen in one of her high school classes, though there was no hamster inside it, or anything else. Instead it had a control panel on the side, with several buttons and a small LED display. Another table had been placed next to the desk, with a ragged baseball sitting on top.


  “Now,” he said. He looked out over the class. “You, Jerry. Come up here, please.”


  He took out another baseball, just as scruffy as the first one, and handed it to Jerry. “Write something on it, please,” the professor said. “Anything you like.”


  Jerry thought a while, then scribbled something. He turned to go back to his seat.


  “No, wait a moment,” Das said. “I’ll need you again.” He looked at the ball, then showed it to the class. “He’s written his name here—does everybody see it?”


  The class nodded. Das put the ball in the cage and pressed some buttons. There was a high, nearly inaudible sound, a painful flash of light, and the ball vanished.


  Everyone started talking at once, a murmur of soft voices. “So, what do you think happened to it?” Das asked, speaking over the various conversations.


  “Well, it’s a magic trick, isn’t it?” Ann said. Even as she spoke, she felt amazed at herself. She had never volunteered first for anything in her life.


  “A magic trick,” Das said. “Anyone else? How would I have done the trick, anyone want to guess?”


  “Mirrors,” Franny said.


  “Jerry?” Das said. “Do you see any mirrors here?”


  He shook his head. He looked a little embarrassed up there, not sure what to do with himself.


  “Could you go over to that ball there on the table?” Das said. “Okay, now pick it up. What does it say?”


  “It—it says my name,” Jerry said.


  “Does it look like the ball I put in the cage?”


  “Yeah. Yeah, exactly like it.”


  “Okay, so how did I do that? I mean, that ball was sitting there for a while, before I put the other one in the cage. Before Jerry wrote anything on his ball. Right? Did everyone see it?”


  “Well, but it can’t be the same ball,” Zach said. “You and Jerry are working together—you told him what to say. He’s your stooge.”


  Das laughed. “Stooge, is it? Jerry, did I tell you what to say?”


  “No, sir.”


  “That’s just what a stooge would say, though, isn’t it?” Zach said.


  “But if Jerry’s right, if they are the same ball, how could that work?”


  “Oh, no,” Ann said. “No, no, no. I don’t believe it.”


  “Yes?” Das said. “Ann?”


  “No. It’s impossible.”


  “What’s impossible?”


  “You sent the ball back in time.”


  Everyone started speaking at once.


  “That’s ridiculous—”


  “Everyone knows you can’t—”


  “It’s a magic trick, like she said—”


  “Ann?” Das said. “Do you think I sent that ball back in time?”


  “No,” she said. Jerry had called Das “sir,” she remembered. Was that what people did in college? “Sir,” she added.


  “Why not?”


  “Well, because it’s impossible. Things can’t go back in time. Occam’s Razor says …”


  “Yes? What does Occam’s Razor say?”


  “It says not to multiply entities needlessly. That the simplest explanation is usually the truth. And the simplest explanation is, well, a magic trick. Sleight of hand.”


  “What would it take for you to believe that that ball went back in time?”


  “I don’t know. Well, if you sent me back. If I could experience it for myself.”


  “And we’ll be doing that, eventually. But—”


  “What?”


  “We’ll be sending you back in time. But there’s a good many things you’ll have to learn first, before we can do that.”


  Ann had barely heard him. “You’ll be—you’ll be sending us back in time?”


  Das grinned. “That’s right.”


  SHE SPENT THE EVENING in a daze, not even booting up her computer. This is either the biggest hoax ever, she thought, or they really do have a time machine.


  But suppose it was true. Not that she believed it, but just suppose, just let Occam’s Razor cut through all her disbelief. Where would she go? She couldn’t think, could only imagine herself in one of those ridiculous costume dramas on late-night television, wearing a bodice and corset and curtsying to a king. She didn’t know how to curtsy. No, the whole thing was insane. It had to be a joke, a test to see how much they would believe. But on the other hand …


  The next day they were divided up into smaller groups in their history and language classes. Ann and Franny found themselves in one group, along with another employee named Gregory Nichols. Gregory had been working at the company for a year, and he told them that he had already made several trips back in time—told them this with a straight face, yet another piece of evidence on the side of the company. Together they began to study ancient Crete, which Professor Strickland, their history teacher, called Kaphtor.


  “You’re going to learn to speak Kaphtoran in your language class,” said Strickland. “It was spoken on Kaphtor for about a thousand years, from 2500 to 1500 BCE, and it—”


  “Wait a minute,” Franny said. “No one knows what they spoke there. It’s what they call Linear A, isn’t it? There are fragments of it, but it’s never been translated.”


  “Well,” said Strickland. “That’s the advantage of having a time machine.”


  No one spoke for a long moment. “Why, though?” Ann asked finally. “Why are you doing all this?”


  “I can only give you the outlines of our program,” the professor said. “You’ll learn more when you’ve been here longer. What happened is, well, things go very badly wrong in the future. The climate changes drastically, there are food shortages, and then a few countries get into a nuclear war over resources. There’s starvation, plague, genocide, with huge numbers of people dying …”


  “Wait a minute,” Franny said again. “You’re from the future?”


  “That’s right.”


  “But—but what are you doing here?”


  “I’m getting to that. Our goal is, well, we’re trying to make things right. We’re going back and changing one or two things, performing some very small modifications, but the changes we make widen out, grow greater over time. And because of what we do, history is different, it turns out for the better.”


  “Why don’t you just send people from your own time to change things?”


  Strickland hesitated. “We—well, we’re still struggling in our time,” she said. “We don’t have enough people to spare, for one thing. The most intelligent people we have are needed to do work there—we can’t afford to lose them. So we came back here, to a time where we can take a few bright people from the population who won’t be missed.”


  Thanks a lot, Ann thought. Though she had to admit that at least in her case it was probably true that no one would miss her. Even Sam hadn’t seemed that sorry to see her go, when she’d given him her notice.


  “What year do you come from?” she asked.


  “I can’t tell you that,” Strickland said. “You can only know enough about the future as we think is safe.”


  “So is that what you want us to do? Go back in time and change things?”


  “That’s right. We’ll ask you to make only small changes, though—move a vase from one room to another, or keep someone from getting to work on time. It isn’t dangerous— you don’t have to worry about that. Though of course you’ll have to be careful.”


  Every day brought some new marvel. They watched holographic videos in their history class, videos that had been taken on Kaphtor by mobile cameras sent into the past. “The cameras look like flying insects—you’ll probably see a few of them when you’re there,” Strickland explained. “Unfortunately we can’t control them from the present—the best we can do is send them to a tace we’re interested in and program them to come back. They home in on heat signatures, on groups of people. Then when they return we pull the data they’ve recorded. So our knowledge is a bit limited, but you’ll know everything you’ll need for a brief visit.”


  They took a drug that enhanced their ability to learn, and they were all speaking the Kaphtoran language after a month of study, though none of them was fluent. And they were introduced to another sort of language, one invented by the time travelers themselves, with words like “tace” for “time and place,” and “thern” for “there and then.” The language had extra tenses too, for events that had happened but had been erased, or events that existed but that the company planned to erase in the future.


  The drug also made it easier to learn about the history of Kaphtor, and Ann grew fascinated by their customs, their society. Women wore long, frilled skirts, and blouses that opened in a V to their waist and left their breasts bare. The men were slender, athletic. They danced with bulls, they sailed to distant places, their art was renowned throughout the Mediterranean.


  She worried about the open blouses, though it was not her breasts she feared exposing but her scars. She was working her way up to asking about them when Franny brought the subject up in their history class. Franny looked at Gregory as she spoke, as if daring him to laugh or make some lewd comment, but he seemed as serious as she was.


  “We don’t know what your cover story is yet,” Professor Strickland said. “But one thing I do know is that you won’t be from Kaphtor—you won’t know enough to get away with that. Probably you’ll be from Egypt, or Asia Minor. So no, you won’t be wearing those blouses.”


  She returned to her lesson. “People out there don’t know a lot about Kaphtor,” she said, indicating the world beyond Transformations with a wave of her hand. “If they’ve heard of ancient Crete at all they think the inhabitants were called Minoans, because the man who discovered the ruins, Sir Arthur Evans, named them that, after King Minos. And they might have a vague memory of the myth of King Minos, who sent young people into the labyrinth to be killed by the Minotaur. In fact there was no King Minos—as I’ve said before, Kaphtor was a matriarchy, ruled by a queen. The word Minos was an honorific—there were men who were called ‘the Minos,’ which means Moon God.


  “Even people who study Kaphtor don’t know much about it. Some of that is because we’re in the process of changing its history, because history itself is in flux. So if you read books in outside libraries you’ll learn that civilization ended on Kaphtor because a volcano erupted on a nearby island, or because people revolted against the aristocracy in the palaces, or because the Achaeans, the ancient Greeks, invaded.”


  Ann felt a thrill at her words. She had always felt on the outside of things, looking in, had always wondered what it would be like to be part of an elite, someone in the know.


  “The volcano isn’t going to go off while we’re on our assignment, is it?” Gregory asked.


  Strickland laughed. “No, we wouldn’t do that to you. The volcano erupted thirty years before your insertion. Some parts of Kaphtor still haven’t been rebuilt, meaning it’ll be easier to carry out your assignment.”


  “So what’s our assignment?” Franny asked.


  “We don’t tell you that until you’re in the field, actually,” Strickland said. “The knowledge might change the way you act, make you self-conscious. Your Facilitator knows, and he or she will tell you what your specific tasks are.”


  “What about paradoxes?” Ann asked.


  “What about them?” Strickland said.


  “Well, when history changes, that means things change in the present, doesn’t it? Can we change things so much that out parents don’t meet, or our grandparents, and we end up not existing? And won’t other people notice that things aren’t the same? Or do we end up in a parallel world, where the present is different?”


  “No, we’ll still be in our world, this world. There wouldn’t be much point in changing things if we weren’t. As for things changing, and people noticing, well, as we told you, we only make very slight changes. There will be some small differences here, but no one outside Transformations will realize it. They’ll think it’s the way it’s always been.”


  She smiled at them. “We’ll feel it on the campus, though. You might have already felt a timeshift. The ground seems to move under you, like an earthquake.”


  They shook their heads. None of them had experienced a timeshift yet.


  “If we changed something important, something that’s in the history books and everyone knows about, the timequake would be huge,” Professor Strickland went on. “If we went back in time and saved Lincoln, for example, or Kennedy— they’d feel it all through North America, maybe the world. That’s why we only make small changes, and let the changes accumulate, add up. We don’t want people becoming aware of what we’re doing here.”


  Why not? Ann wondered. The company had already warned them not to share their knowledge with the world outside. Probably everyone would want to get their hands on a time machine if they knew about them; things would become chaotic pretty quickly


  GREGORY HAD STARTED JOINING them at lunch, and they all pressed him for what he knew about the company and their travels in time. “Whern did they send you?” Franny asked.


  “The Spanish Inquisition, the first time,” Gregory said. He was as good-looking as a model, Ann thought, dark-haired but with startling blue eyes.


  “Wow,” Franny said. “That must have been scary.”


  “You know, it wasn’t, not really. I was a priest from Rome, making sure that the other priests were following orders. People were afraid of me, not the other way around.”


  “Sounds like fun,” Jerry said.


  Gregory shook his head. “I didn’t like it. Everyone was so terrified, all the time. They even smelled terrified—you could smell their sweat, and the mold in the prisons. I gotta tell you, I can’t wait for Kaphtor. Sunlight and oceans. And I always liked the Greek gods and goddesses, Kore and Demeter …”


  Ann would rather hear about Gregory’s experiences, though; they’d talked enough about Kaphtor in class. So did Zach, it seemed, because he said, “So what did you do in Spain? Did you rescue someone, break them out of jail?”


  “I had to cut through an axle on a cart, that’s all. And before you ask me, no, I don’t know why. Someone had to be stopped from getting somewhere, that’s all I know.”


  “But Professor Strickland said—well, she said that we’ll be debriefed when we get back,” Ann said. “I mean, didn’t they tell you anything?”


  “I thought they would. But all they told me was that it worked out, whatever it was.”


  Ann sighed. If Gregory didn’t know the answers to their questions, who would? “Why are they so secretive?” she asked.


  “I wondered about that too,” Franny said. “Do you think they’re telling the truth, about being from the future?”


  “What else could they be?” Gregory said.


  “I don’t know,” Ann said. “One of those Internet hoaxes, maybe. You know—‘We come from the future to save you.’”


  “Why would they go to all this trouble—”


  “Or a cult. Like when Strickland said they’ll tell us more when we’ve been here longer. Like they’re stringing us along, until suddenly we’re all dressing the same and going door to door handing out pamphlets.”


  “Believe me, they’re what they say they are. I really did go to Spain in the sixteenth century. And where else would they get all this technology?”


  “I haven’t seen any technology yet,” Ann said.


  “What—you want some guy in a blue box to land here in the courtyard?” Franny asked. “I don’t think it’s as easy as that.”


  “What about that drug they give us?” Jerry asked. “I had a look at it, in the lab. And, well, it isn’t based on anything I know about. It has to have come from the future.”


  “Are you a chemist?” Franny asked.


  “Something like that,” Jerry said.


  Franny frowned at the evasion, but Ann thought she could guess why he hadn’t answered her. He had been manufacturing drugs, or something just as illegal. The people at Transformations weren’t the only ones with secrets, she thought. Everyone here probably had a history they wanted to keep to themselves.


  Ann had another question, but it wasn’t one she wanted to share with the others. It had taken her a week after Professor Das’s first time travel experiment to think of it, something that surprised her later, since the subject was usually at the forefront of her mind. Would it be possible to travel back to when she was born, see how she had gotten her scars? Could she finally get answers to the questions she had wondered about for so long? Who was her mother? Why had she given her up?


  The conversation had moved on, and she tried to pay attention. “So where did they get the money for all this?” Jerry was asking, sweeping a hand at the complex in front of him. “The campus, and all the equipment—”


  “Oh, man, you never read any science fiction, did you?” Zach asked. “They play the stock market, and bet on the races. It’s easy if you know what’s going to happen.”


  “I still think there’s something strange here,” Franny said. “Something stranger than just time travel, I mean.”


  “So what, you’re going to back out?” Gregory said.


  “Hell no,” Franny said, smiling at him. “I can’t wait to see Kaphtor.”


  [image: Image]


  A MONTH LATER PROFESSOR Strickland led her three students to a part of the complex they had never seen before, two floors up and through a long corridor. At the end of it they found a room filled with racks of clothing.


  “Costumes!” Franny said.


  “We don’t want you to think of these as costumes,” the professor said, though she was smiling as she said it. “They’re your clothes, what you’ll be wearing on your assignment. You’re traders from Egypt, like I told you in class, but from Thebes, far to the south, beyond where anyone from Kaphtor has ever been. So you won’t have to answer too many awkward questions.” She smiled again. “And you can keep your names, your first names—no one will know what names from that place sound like.”


  She took a hanger down from one of the racks. It held a dress that looked surprisingly modern, a white linen shift with straps about an inch wide over the shoulders. She handed it to Ann and brought out another one, nearly identical, for Franny. “These were generally tighter, but we wanted you to have more freedom of movement,” she said.


  Gregory was given clothes from another rack, a pleated kilt and a nearly transparent shirt that tied at the neck, with wide pleated sleeves that fell in ordered waves to his elbows. Then they went over to a part of the room filled with rows and rows of shoes, and Strickland pointed to a rack of leather sandals. “Pick out a pair in your size, then try everything on, see if it fits,” she said.


  They each had a changing room, to Ann’s relief. She pulled the dress over her head and slipped on the sandals, then looked up into the mirror.


  The person who looked back at her seemed a stranger, a traveler from distant lands. A woman who sailed by the stars, with jasper in her hold, and carnelian, and rare perfume, coming back to Egypt with carved ivory and silver jewelry and beaten bronze. The gown left her shoulders bare, exposing one of her scars, but even that looked as if it belonged, evidence of her journeys.


  And yet—wasn’t she too pale? Wouldn’t someone from Egypt be darker? Her initial delight began to fade.


  She left the changing room diffidently. Franny and Gregory were coming out now, murmuring and feeling the fine linen of their clothing.


  “Wow, look at Greg!” Franny whispered, nudging her. His kilt showed off the calves of his legs, which were roped with muscle.


  It would never occur to Ann to express an interest in a man like Gregory, someone so far out of her reach he might as well be in another galaxy. Franny, though, she might be good-looking enough for him.


  Now Ann remembered how much attention Franny had paid to Gregory at their lunches, how she had hung on his words as though he were the most fascinating person on earth. She felt a touch of sadness; she had enjoyed having Franny as a friend, and now Franny would probably start spending all of her time with him. It was a good thing she had not gotten close to Franny, or any of her fellow students.


  “I look much too white for someone from Egypt,” she said.


  “Not at all,” Strickland said, overhearing her. “Don’t you remember? The ideal for women in Kaphtor is white, pale white, and the men are dark red. That’s what we saw in the frescos, but of course the videos showed a different story— not everyone lives up to the ideal, in any timestream. Anyway, we want you to look enough like the people of Kaphtor to fit in, but different enough that you’ll be taken for travelers. They’ll think that you and Franny are perfect, beautiful. Gregory—” She studied him and then said, “We’ll have to make you up a bit, give you some coloring.”


  Perfect, beautiful. No one had ever used those words about her before. They stayed with her, even after Professor Strickland told her that her hair was too thin and light, that they would need to give her a wig.


  FRANNY ATE LUNCH WITH Greg the next day. Ann saw them walking to the cafeteria and laughing, but she was too excited to give it much thought. They were going to be briefed a final time that afternoon, and then leave the next day.


  To Ann’s surprise Emra Walker joined them at the briefing. She would be the Facilitator on this trip, she said, going with them to make sure everything went according to plan.


  “We’ll be meeting three other people from Transformations in Kaphtor, Preparers who left this morning and arrived thern a month before you do,” she said. Ann blinked as the chronology twisted within her mind and then straightened out. “Their names are Meret Haas, Yaniel Elias, and Amabel Da Silva, and they’ve prepared the way for you. You haven’t met them here on campus because we want the people on Kaphtor to think that they’re strangers to us, and the best way to do that is for them to actually be strangers. Nevertheless, if you have any trouble and you can’t find me, they’ll be available to help.”


  She showed them holographic videos of the three earlier travelers, and Ann tried to memorize their features. Meret Haas was a thin black woman with sharp cheekbones, a high arched nose, and long graying braids. Yaniel Elias had slightly lighter skin, black too perhaps, or Hispanic. He had shaved his head and, as if to make up for the lack of hair, had grown a huge mustache. Da Silva was white, a little plump, with dark hair piled on top of her head. All of them were older than Ann and her fellow students, in their thirties or forties.


  Ann wondered briefly if Haas and Elias would stand out on Kaphtor. No, that was stupid, and probably racist besides—the company had to know what they were doing, know that it would be safe to send them into the past.


  Walker went over the biographies the company had fabricated for Haas, Elias, and Da Silva, then said, “We’ll be going to the palace in Knossos, and talking to a man called the Minos.”


  “And then what?” Ann asked.


  “I can’t tell you that,” Walker said. “We want you to act naturally, with no preconceptions.”


  The next day Walker led them to the doctor’s office, the same place where Ann had been examined. The same doctor was there, waiting for them. “Open your mouth,” she said to Ann.


  Ann complied, and the doctor swabbed the inside of her cheek. “What are you doing?” Ann asked, startled.


  “We’re changing your biome, your bacteria. Don’t worry— it isn’t dangerous. Your biome has to match the tace where you’re going—otherwise you’ll get sick, or they’ll get sick.”


  After that they went up to the clothing storeroom and received their fitted clothing. A woman gave her and Franny necklaces made out of rows of beads, jasper, obsidian, garnet, lapis lazuli, and bracelets and earrings of copper and gold. Then a hairdresser placed a wig on her head, made of long braided black hair held back by an embroidered cloth band. A makeup artist circled her eyes with what she called kohl, though it was greenish instead of the black Ann had expected. Gregory got a wig of short black hair curled into rows, and then, poor man, he was taken into another room and covered with some kind of tanning cream that darkened his entire body.
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