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The Graveyard Game









Praise for Kage Baker and the Company Series


“Kage Baker has earned praise for her tales of the Company, a future-based outfit that ‘recruits’ throughout time, turns its new troops into immortal cyborgs, and sends them out to fill in the blank spots of history. . . .Look for it! Baker does not disappoint!”


—Analog


“One of the most consistently entertaining series to appear in the late nineties. The novels read like literary pastiches—echoes of Heinlein and Robert Louis Stevenson fill this one—and the narrative pace matches that of most thrillers.”


—Amazing Stories


The Graveyard Game


“If John le Carré wrote science fiction, it might read like The Graveyard Game.”


—The New York Times


Mendoza in Hollywood


“A magnificent third entry in an intelligent, thoughtful, and absorbing series.”


—Kirkus


“[C]ombines historical detail and fast-paced action with a good dose of ironic wit and a dollop of bittersweet romance.”


—Library Journal


“[A]ptly showcases Baker’s talent for both the humorous and the poignant . . . [and] skillfully reveals just enough of the mystery to keep readers hooked. . . .”


—Strange Horizons


Sky Coyote


“Humorous and inventive . . . an entertaining tale of time travel and mythic adventure.”


—Library Journal


“Baker’s second installment in her Company series proves a witty match to In the Garden of Iden . . . [and a] deliciously wicked platform for satirizing past, present, and all-too-likely future human frailties . . . Baker nails her twentieth-century targets: societal, religious, and oh-so-personal hypocrisy.”


—Publishers Weekly


“An agreeably subversive, sometimes hilarious entry. . . .”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Sly dialogue and dark secrets . . . a winner.”


—Booklist


The Life of the World to Come
A Kirkus Selection for Best Sci-Fi of 2004


“Another entry in Baker’s superlative series about Dr. Zeus . . . An astonishing and thoroughly satisfying installment. What’s more, Baker’s overall concept and rationale, flawlessly sustained through five books, grows ever more spellbinding and impressive.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“Baker’s trademark mix of serious speculation and black humor informs this solid addition to her time-travel series.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Baker’s strong world-building and clever plotting make this an addictive read.”


—Romantic Times BookClub Magazine
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This one’s for absent friends.


Miss you, Dave.










What Has Gone Before


THIS IS THE FOURTH BOOK in the unofficial history of Dr. Zeus Incorporated.


In the twenty-fourth century, a research and development firm invented a means of time travel. It also discovered the secret of immortality. There were, however, certain limitations that prevented the Company from bestowing these gifts left and right. But since the past could now be looted to increase corporate earnings, the stockholders were happy.


In the Garden of Iden introduced Botanist Mendoza, rescued as a child from the dungeons of the Inquisition in sixteenth-century Spain by a Company operative, Facilitator Joseph. In exchange for being given immortality and a fantastically augmented body and mind, she would work in the past for the future, saving certain plants from extinction.


On her first mission as an adult, Mendoza was sent with Joseph to England, where she fell in love with a mortal, with bitter consequences.


Sky Coyote opened over a century later, as Joseph arrived at the research base at New World One to look up his protégé and inform her they had both been drafted for a Company mission in Alta California. Mendoza said goodbye to the one friend she had made at New World One—Lewis—and went with Joseph.


Near a Chumash Indian village she met a number of the mortal masters from the future, and was appalled to find them bigoted and fearful of their cyborg servants. Joseph learned unsettling facts about the Company that brought to mind a warning he’d been given long ago by Budu, the Enforcer who recruited him.


Why was it that, though the immortal operatives were provided with information and other entertainment from the future, nothing they received was ever dated later than the year 2355?


At the conclusion of the mission, Mendoza remained in the wilderness of the coastal forests, working then alone as a botanist.


Mendoza in Hollywood opened in. 1862, as Mendoza journeyed reluctantly to her new posting: a stagecoach inn at a remote spot that one day would be known as Hollywood. There, near the violent little pueblo of Los Angeles (one murder a night, not counting Indians), she was to collect rare plants scheduled to go extinct in the coming drought.


Mendoza found herself now haunted by visions of her mortal lover, and she was giving off Crome’s radiation again, the spectral blue fire of paranormal abilities that no cyborg was supposed to possess.


In a local spot known for strangeness, she encountered an anomaly that threw her temporarily into the future. There she glimpsed her friend Lewis, who tried frantically to tell her of an impending disaster.


Into her life came another mortal—Edward Alton Bell-Fairfax, an English spy involved in a plot to grab California for the British Empire. Edward looked enough like Mendoza’s first love to have been cloned from him. Mendoza abandoned her post and ran away with Edward.


As they raced for sanctuary on Catalina Island, pursued by American agents and bounty hunters, Edward began to suspect that Mendoza was far more than a coaching-inn servant. Mendoza discovered that. Edward too was more than he seemed, in fact was connected to the Company in some way.


But before the lovers could solve their mutual riddle, their luck ran out. Edward was shot to death, and Mendoza went berserk with grief. The Company sent her to a penal station hundreds of millennia in the past—the preferred method of disposing of troublesome immortals . . .










Joseph in the Darkness


YOU KNOW SOMETHING, father? Sin exists. It really does.


I’m not talking about guilt, I’m talking about cause and effect. Every single thing we do wrong comes back to get us, sooner or later. You knew that, didn’t you? And you told me, and I . . . well, I was so much more flexible than you, wasn’t I? I could see all sides of every question. You saw black and white, and I saw all those gray tones.


For the longest time, I thought I was the one who had it right. I mean, you wound up here at last, didn’t you? And I’m still free, as free goes. But whatever you’re feeling, in there, I’ll bet your conscience isn’t bothering you.


You’d have let the little girl die, I know. Sized Mendoza up with that calm ruthless look, seen what she was and given your judgment: unsuitable for augmentation. Sent her back to die of starvation in the dungeon. She’d only have lasted another couple of days, she was so weak. Maybe I’d have let her die too, if I hadn’t thought there was a chance they might interrogate her again before she died, and use the hot coals on her this time.


That was why I lied, father. It seemed doable at the time. Rescue the kid, make her one of us, give her a wonderful new life working for the Company. Nobody would ever find out about that freaky little something extra she had. Hell, every living thing generates the Crome’s stuff from time to time. Only one person in a million ever manages to produce enough to do things like walk through walls or be in two places at once. How was I to know . . . ?


You’re right, it was still wrong. And did anybody ever thank me for my random act of kindness? Not little Mendoza, that’s for damned sure. Not on that day in England in 1555 when I stood beside her watching her mortal lover burn. How could she thank me? Her heart was in shreds and she could never die, no matter how much she wanted to, and it was my fault.


And I wouldn’t be here now, either, would I, father? Going from vault to vault, looking up at the blind silent faces, to see if one of them is hers. Hoping to find her here in one of these houses of the near dead, even if I can’t set her free this time, praying she’s here: because there are worse places she might be.


I guess I was a lousy father to her. I hope I’ve been a better son to you. Yes, father, there’s sin, and there’s eternal punishment for sin. It’s like a rat gnawing at your guts.


Sorry about the metaphor. Don’t take it personally.


Look, we’ve got all night: and you’re not going anywhere. I’ll tell you about it.










Hollywood, 1996


SOMETHING ODD had happened.


Unless you possessed the temporally keen senses of an immortal cyborg, though, you wouldn’t have noticed, over all the racket floating up from the roaring, grinding city. Lewis, being an immortal cyborg, frowned slightly as he accelerated up Mount Olympus Drive and scanned the thick air. He was a dapper man, with the appearance of someone who has wandered out of a Noel Coward play and got lost in a less gracious place.


Earthquake? No, or there would have been car alarms shrieking and people standing out on the sidewalk, a place the inhabitants of Los Angeles County seldom ventured nowadays without body armor.


Still, there was a sense of insult on the fabric of space and time, a residual shuddering Lewis couldn’t identify at all.


He turned left into Zeus Drive and nosed his jade-green BMW into the driveway of the house. Nothing out of the ordinary here that he could see. He shut off the engine, removed his polarized sunglasses and put them in their case, removed his studio parking tag, and carefully put glasses and tag in the glove compartment. Only then did he emerge from the car and look about, sniffing the air.


Other than a higher than normal amount of ozone and an inexplicable whiff of horse, the air wasn’t any worse than usual. Lewis shrugged, took up his briefcase, locked the car, and entered Company HQ.


What was that high-pitched whine? Lewis set down his briefcase, tossed his keys on the hall table, and looked into what would have been an ordinary suburban living room if it hadn’t had a time transcendence chamber in one wall. Maire, the station’s Facilitator, was activating it. She turned to him.


“You should have been here, Lewis. We’ve had quite an afternoon,” she said.


He barely heard her, his gaze drawn to the window of the chamber. He gaped, astonished to see a pair of very uneasy horses and two oddly dressed people in there, just beginning to be obscured by the rising stasis gas.


One of the people raised her hand and waved. She was a sharp-featured woman, with cold black eyes and hair bound back in a long braid. She smiled at him. He knew the smile. It made her eyes less cold. The woman was the Botanist Mendoza.


Lewis had loved her, quietly, for several centuries, and she had never once noticed. They were stationed at the same research base for many years before she was transferred. He thought of writing to her after that, but then lost his chance, because she made a terrible mistake.


So terrible, in fact, that it was impossible that she could be standing there now smiling at him.


Then he connected the horses with the nineteenth-century clothing she was wearing. Was he seeing her, somehow, before the commission of her mistake? Was there any chance he might warn her, prevent the catastrophe?


No, because you couldn’t violate the laws of temporal physics. You couldn’t change history. He knew that perfectly well and yet found himself running to the chamber as the gas boiled up around her, beating on the window with his fists.


“Mendoza!” he shouted. “Mendoza, for God’s sake! Don’t go with him!”


She stared, taken aback, and then turned her wondering face to her companion. Lewis realized she thought he meant the other immortal, and cried, “No!”


She looked back at him and shook her head, shrugging.


“No, no!” Lewis shouted, and he could feel tears welling in his eyes as he pressed his hands against the glass, to push across time by main force. Futile. She was vanishing from his sight even now, as the yellow gas obscured everything.


Out of the clouds, her hand emerged for a moment. She set it against the window, palm to palm with his flattened hand, a gesture he would have died for once, rendered less personal by the thickness of the glass.


Then she was gone, he had lost her again, and he staggered back from the chamber and became aware that Maire was standing beside him. He turned and looked into her amazed eyes, struggled to compose himself.


“Er—what’s going on?” he inquired, in the coolest voice he could summon.


“You tell me!” was Maire’s reply.


In the end, though, she had to explain first. What he had seen was a temporal anomaly—nothing the Company couldn’t handle. In fact Maire had received advance warning this morning from Future HQ. It was all listed in the Temporal Concordance. Everyone knew that weird things happened at the Mount Olympus HQ anyway, overlooking as it did Laurel Canyon’s notorious Lookout Mountain Drive. It had been built to monitor that very location, actually.


This didn’t do a lot to clear up Lewis’s confusion. Temporal Concordance or not, it was still supposed to be impossible for anybody in the past to jump forward through time. When he mentioned this, Maire glanced at the techs and drew him aside.


“She was your friend, wasn’t she?”


“Yes,” said Lewis. “A—a coworker. We were close.”


Maire said in a low voice:


“Then you knew she was a Crome generator.”


Lewis hadn’t known. He was unable to hide his shock. Watching his face go pale, Maire lowered her voice even more.


“Lewis, I’m sorry. I’m afraid it’s true. Something latent that wasn’t caught when she was recruited, apparently. You know what those people are; she might have warped the field any one of a dozen ways. What can I tell you? The impossible happens, sometimes.”


He nodded, silent. Maire looked him up and down and pursed her lips.


“Under the circumstances, you see why there wasn’t anything you could have done to help her,” she said, in a tone that was gentle but suggested he’d better get a grip on himself now.


Lewis gulped and nodded.


Nothing more was said that night, and he thought the matter would slip by without further discussion. But next morning at breakfast, Maire said, “You’re still upset. I can tell.”


“I guess I made a fool of myself,” Lewis replied, sipping his coffee. “She was a good friend.”


“I wouldn’t worry about it, Lewis,” she told him, stirring sugar into her cup. The tech who was on his hands and knees scrubbing a large stain off the carpet looked up to glare at her. She glared back and slowly lifted her coffee, drinking it in elaborate enjoyment. “I might have done the same thing in your shoes. Besides, you’re a valued Company operative.”


“That’s nice to know,” said Lewis mildly, but he felt the hair stand on the back of his neck. He modified the slight tremor into a sad shake of his head. “Poor Mendoza. But, after all, a Crome generator! At least the rumors make sense now.”


“Yes,” Maire agreed. “Cream?”


“Thank you.” Lewis held out his cup. The tech made a disgusted noise. He was a relatively young immortal, having traveled to 1996 from the year 2332 and not liking the past at all. He didn’t care for decadent old immortals who indulged in disgusting controlled-substance abuse either. Coffee, cream, and chocolate were all illegal in his era. More: they were immoral.


“Unfortunate, but the sooner we put it behind us the better,” Maire continued. She rose and wandered over to the picture window, which looked out across Laurel Canyon. It was a hazy morning in midsummer, with the sky a delicate yellow shading to blue at the zenith. The yellow was from internal combustion engines. The air burned, acrid on one’s palate, and was full of the wailing of sirens and the thudding beat of helicopter blades. Maire was fifteen thousand years old, but the late twentieth century didn’t bother her much; she’d seen worse. Besides, this was Hollywood.


Behind her, Lewis drained his coffee and set down his saucer and cup. “Sound advice,” he said. “Well, I’d better hit the road. I’m going up to San Francisco today. That fellow with the Marion Davies correspondence has settled on a price at last.”


“No, really?” Maire grinned. “I suppose you’ll pay a little visit to . . .” She dropped her eyes to the tech, who was still scrubbing away, and looked back up at Lewis. Ghirardelli’s? she transmitted on a private channel.


Lewis stood and took her hand. Shall I bring you back a box of little Theobromos cable cars? he transmitted back.


Her smile widened, showing a lot of beautiful and very white teeth. She squeezed his hand. She was a strong woman. You’re a dear.


“To Fisherman’s Wharf? Certainly. Shall I bring you back a loaf of sourdough bread?” Lewis asked.


“You’re a dear! Boudin’s, please.” She glanced down at the tech mischievously. “I wonder if they’ll still pack up those boiled crabs in ice chests for you.”


The tech looked horrified.


“I’ll find out.” Lewis slipped his hand free and took his briefcase and keys. “Ciao, then. If I have to stay over, I’ll give you a call.”


“Oh, stay over,” Maire ordered, waving him to the door. “Too long a drive to make twice in one day. Besides, you could use a little vacation. Get this unfortunate incident out of your mind.”


“Oh, that,” said Lewis, as though he’d forgotten already. “Yes, well, I imagine a ride on a cable car will lighten my spirits.”


He wasn’t referring to the popular tourist transit. Theobroma cacao has a unique effect on the nervous systems of immortals. Maire chuckled at his joke. The tech looked over his shoulder in a surly kind of way as Lewis stepped out into the heat and light of a Southern California morning.


He walked once around his car to inspect it for vandalism. When this Company HQ had been built, thirty years earlier, the gated community in which it was situated was regularly patrolled, to say nothing of being perched so far up on such a steep hill as to deter most criminals. Times had changed.


Sooner or later, they always did.


Satisfied that his leased transport was safe for operation, Lewis got in. Carefully he fastened his seatbelt and put on his sunglasses; carefully he backed out onto Zeus Drive and headed over the top of the hill to the less crowded exit from Mount Olympus. As he descended, he had a brief view of the city that stretched to the sea. Beyond, it had once been possible to see Catalina Island. The island was still there, but the smog hid it. Only once in a great while, when atmospheric conditions were just right, could it be glimpsed.


He proceeded down to Hollywood Boulevard and headed north through Cahuenga Pass, where he got on the Hollywood Freeway. He bore east to Interstate 5. After Mission San Fernando he followed the old stagecoach road, now a multilane highway into the mountains. It took him north, under arches restored since the last earthquake.


Long high miles brought him to Tejon Ranch, where the road dropped like a narrow sawmill flume between towering mountains preposterously out of scale. At the top, the San Joaquin Valley hung before his eyes like a curtain, and far down and away the tiny road raced across it, straight as an arrow.


He shivered, remembering how bad the grim old Ridge Route had been, especially in the season of flash floods, or forest fires, or blizzards, or summer heat so extreme, it made automobile tires explode. The modern road had only the drawback of the San Andreas Fault, which lay directly beneath it.


But there was no earthquake scheduled today, so as he shot down onto the plain through a miasma of burning brakes he muttered a little prayer of thanks to Apollo, in whom he did not particularly believe, but one really ought to thank somebody for getting safely down that pass.


For the next four hours the view was the same: the lion-yellow Diablo Range on his left, flat fields on his right, stretching across the floor of the valley to the Sierra Nevadas, the eastern wall of the world. Straight ahead lay the highway, shimmering in the heat. Memory rose like a ghost from the bright, silent monotony.


He did not want to remember himself striding along the front walk of Botany Residential with a bouquet of red roses, and he was even whistling, for God’s sake, he was that happy. Could anything have been more of a cliché? Right in through the lobby, past all the mortal servants and the Botany staff leaving for early dinners, and he didn’t care who saw him. He waited at the elevator, still whistling. He might as well have had a neon sign on his forehead: I AM A HAPPY MAN.


The elevator doors opened, and there stood Botanist Mendoza, ice bucket in hand. She smiled at him, briefly. She didn’t smile at many people, but once at a party he’d been casually kind to her. It hadn’t amounted to much; he’d seen her alone at a table, miserably unhappy, and brought her a handful of cocktail napkins to dry her eyes. Could he help? No, she explained with brittle dignity: it was only that she’d once loved a mortal man, and he’d been dead now for forty years, and she hadn’t realized it had been that long until something at the party reminded her. She didn’t really want company, but Lewis stayed long enough to be sure she was all right.


He smiled and nodded at her now, and she nodded back. They stepped past each other, she to the ice machine and he to ascend into realms of delight. He thought.


As it turned out, he got ice too.


Ten minutes later he was standing outside the elevator on the fifth floor of Botany Residential, in the act of tossing the roses into the trash chute, when the door opened and Mendoza was standing there again, witness to his bitter gesture. Her eyes widened. He drew himself up, summoning what shreds of self-respect he had left, and adjusted his cuffs.


“Hello, Mendoza,” he said.


“Oh, Lewis. I’m sorry,” she said.


She took him down the hall to her apartment, and he didn’t mean to pour out his woes, but he did, and she listened.


They stayed there for hours, until he talked it all out, and then it seemed like a good idea for them to sneak down to the bar in the lobby and go on talking over drinks. For some reason she decided to let him past the wall of sarcasm with which she kept the rest of the world at bay. It couldn’t have been his little moment of chivalry with the cocktail napkins. Lewis had been kind to a lot of women. But, laughing with her in that cramped little bar, he spent the best evening he’d had in a long time. And they were seen.


“You went out with the Ice Witch?” hooted Eliakim from Archives. “Mendoza? Botanist Mendoza? You took a flamethrower instead of a bottle or something?”


“None of your business,” Lewis said. “But it might interest you to know that she’s a perfectly delightful woman.”


“This is the redhead we’re talking about, right?” Junius from Catering leaned over the back of his chair, eyes wide with disbelief. “The workaholic? The one who isn’t interested in anybody? I tried to kiss her once at a Solstice party, and I thought I’d have to get a skin graft for the frostbite!” He looked at Lewis with a certain awe that Lewis found flattering.


He merely shrugged. “It doesn’t bear discussion.”


Of course they promptly went out and told most of New World One, and for about two weeks rumors flew. He went to Mendoza to apologize.


“To hell with them,” she said philosophically. “Us a couple? Are they nuts? What a bunch of nasty little academic gossips, and what overblown imaginations.”


“I just wanted you to understand that none of it came from me,” he said, not that pleased.


“I know,” she replied, looking at him with a fondness that made his heart skip a beat. “You’re a good man, Lewis. You’re the nicest immortal I’ve ever known.”


She kissed him, then, on the cheek, and tousled his hair.


They never became lovers, but she was affectionate with him in a way she never was with anyone else. He accepted that. They became great friends. When he was transferred to England, he found he missed her terribly. When he learned what had happened to her, years later in Los Angeles, he was sick at heart.










San Francisco


HE GAVE A SIGH OF RELIEF when at last he turned west through the Altamont Pass, fighting the wind until he got through to the East Bay cities, leaving the golden desolation well behind him.


Chrome and glass, sea air, the Oakland Bay Bridge with its section that had fallen out during the last big earthquake—all nicely replaced now, millions of busy commuters never gave it so much as a thought anymore, but Lewis’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel until he had crossed into the city.


He made his way along the diagonal of Columbus, where he turned up a steep and narrow street and called upon a man in a dark rear apartment. A price was named and met; several bundles of cash were removed from Lewis’s leather briefcase, to be replaced by a certain packet of letters. Lewis got back into his car and checked his internal chronometer.


Three hours ahead of schedule.


He started the car and took it up the long spiral to Coit Tower, apologizing to the transmission. There he parked and walked to the edge of the terrace, to all appearances a young executive taking an afternoon off to admire the spectacular view.


He removed his sunglasses and folded them away in his breast pocket. He looked out across the bay at Marin County. Somewhere over there . . . ? He transmitted a tentative inquiry. It was returned immediately, from the depths of the city at his feet:


Receiving your signal. Who’s that?


Literature Specialist Lewis. Joseph?


Lewis! What are you doing up here?


We have something to discuss in private. Coordinates, please?


Directions were transmitted. Lewis got back into his car and drove down from Coit Tower, apologizing this time to the brakes and promising to go nowhere near Lombard Street’s notorious block.


He drove to another tourist attraction instead: the great outdoor shopping mall on Pier 39. Parking, he wandered through the mortal throng, the Europeans with cameras, performance artists, recovering addicts hawking cheap jewelry from card tables. Near the entrance Lewis spotted the location he sought. It was an amusement arcade of the modern variety, promising the thrills, so popular in this late twentieth century, of vicarious mass destruction and simulated murder. Cautiously he went in, politely declining a handbill that would have got him twenty cents off a frozen yogurt cone.


He stood peering down a long dark corridor filled with electronic games, tuning his hearing to sort through the wall of noise. Beeps, crashes, screams, roaring, and a familiar voice:


“. . . so your place would be the first, Jeff. We’re willing to throw in the service plan for free, too. But, you know, I really think this model sells itself. I mean, I couldn’t believe it when I saw the resolution, personally.”


“Yeah, I like the graphics,” somebody said, almost won over but wanting a bit more assurance. Lewis walked around a console where an adolescent boy was piloting a flying motorcycle through flames and winged demons. He beheld two bearded men, spotlighted in reflection from the sunlit world outside.


One was a young mortal, in nondescript casual clothes. The other was an immortal, a short and rather stockily built male in an Armani suit. His ancestry might have been Spanish, or Jewish, or Italian, or Greek; in fact he had been born centuries before any of those nations existed, though he appeared to be in his early thirties. He wore a neatly trimmed black mustache and beard, which gave him a cheerfully villainous look.


Open on the floor at his feet was a bulky white case bearing the logo of a well-known special effects house based in Marin County. He was holding a curious visored helmet in his hands, extending it to the mortal.


Both men turned to look at Lewis as he approached.


“Do you have a soda machine in here?” Lewis inquired.


“Sorry, no,” the mortal told him, but the man in the Armani suit reached out a beckoning hand.


“Hey, friend, have you got a minute? Would you mind being part of an impromptu demonstration here?”


“Not at all,” Lewis said. The immortal reached out to shake his hand.


What are you doing?


Bear with me.


“Name is Joseph X. Capra, how’re you doing today? Great. Listen, I’m just offering my friend here some of the latest virtual reality technology for his business, and I’d like to get an unbiased opinion of this new helmet. Would you mind trying it on?”


“Not at all,” said Lewis graciously, setting his briefcase between his feet. “Of course, I don’t play VR games much—”


“That’s okay, friend. That’s even better, you know? You won’t know what to expect.” Joseph stepped around the case and set the helmet on Lewis’s head. He fastened down the visor, and Lewis found himself in total darkness, listening to the voices outside.


“Now, just hang in there a minute, friend. You’ll experience maybe a second of disorientation, but I promise you, the room won’t be moving. Let’s see, would you like to try the walk through Stonehenge? That’s a neat one, let’s get you set up for that.”


“Sure,” Lewis said.


Jeff said doubtfully: “I understand the Japanese have stuff now that’s five years ahead of anything we have, so this is probably already obsolete—”


“This they don’t have,” said Joseph firmly. “Trust me on this one, pal. Here we go, the walk through Stonehenge!”


Lewis heard a click, and ethereal New Age music began to play in his headphones as Salisbury Plain opened out before him. He seemed to be drifting across it like a cloud, advancing on the Neolithic monument as it might have looked shortly after its completion. White-robed druids were moving in procession around it, chanting.


Really, Joseph, there weren’t any druids yet when Stonehenge was finished. I was one, I should know. “Gosh, this is—quite amazing,” said Lewis.


“You like those visuals, huh? Aren’t they killer?” Yeah, I know. What do you want? The artist is a neopagan reincarnated shaman in his spare time. “But the best part’s coming up in just a couple of seconds. Hang in there—”


Lewis felt a hand grip his shoulder, and it was just as well, because there was a sudden flash within the helmet that left him with a pattern of stars dancing before his eyes. The virtual world around him skewed and broke up. He could tell he was supposed to be watching the arrival of the sun god Belenos, but the image was fragmented. He felt sick and dizzy.


“Oh—ah—wow! What an experience!” he chirped desperately. What in God’s name did you just do to me?


“You like that?” The grip did not leave his shoulder. “Think you’d come back to my friend’s operation, here, to play this one?” I’ll explain when we’re out of here.


“Yes, certainly. Can’t wait!” I’d sooner have my liver torn out by harpies!


“Unfortunately, this is only a sampler program, so you only get an excerpt,” Joseph said, as the music stopped and the picture went to black. There was another click, and the Great Pyramid began to loom into view as Joseph lifted the helmet away. Lewis stood blinking, running a self-diagnostic.


Something’s wrong! There’s an error in my data transmission.


Yeah, it’s fried for the next twenty-four hours. Mine too.


He was referring to the constant flow of data that went back to a Company terminal somewhere, the visual and auditory impressions from every immortal operative. It guaranteed that an operative in the field was always being watched over, could be rescued in time of trouble; but it also made private conversation impossible, except through subvocal transmission, which required a lot of concentration.


Are you out of your mind? Lewis transmitted.


No, but the Company’s out of yours. Joseph was grinning, shaking his hand again. “I’d like to thank you for your valuable time and opinion. Great meeting you.” Go outside and wait. I’ll be finished here in just a minute. He turned to Jeff and said, “So okay, that’s a guy who doesn’t regularly use your product, and see the effect it had on him? Now. Because this is practically the prototype, Mr. Lucas feels . . .”


Lewis tottered outside and groped hurriedly for his sunglasses. He bought a Calistoga water at a snack stand and sat down on a bench with it. His hands shook as he poured the drink into a paper cup and sipped carefully.


He watched Joseph emerge from the arcade with Jeff, deep in conversation. They went across the street to what was obviously Joseph’s car—a black Lexus sports coupe, gold package—and loaded the case into the trunk. Finally, Joseph shook Jeff’s hand and walked back with him as far as the arcade entrance, talking earnestly and persuasively the whole while. They shook hands again, and the mortal went back inside. Joseph stood there a moment, going through a routine of finding and putting on his Ray-Bans, shooting his cuffs, patting his pockets for his keys, as Lewis got up and strolled toward him.


So, want to take my car?


I’d really rather not drive in this condition, thank you. Lewis frowned slightly as he finished his mineral water and put the cup in a trash receptacle.


Trust me, the dizziness won’t last, Joseph told him as they walked across the street, pretending not to notice each other. But you sounded like you had something private to discuss, and now we can discuss it out loud. Neat trick, huh?


Remarkable, but couldn’t you have invented something a little less painful?


Joseph pulled out his keys, making his car beep twice as it unlocked for him. I didn’t invent it. Total fluke discovery. The particular hardware in that particular helmet plus the glitch in that particular sample program. Nothing the Company could ever have anticipated when they designed us. I’m working on reproducing the effect in something smaller and more portable, though. He got into the car, and Lewis got in on the other side.


Dear Lord! You’d better be careful, Joseph. Is it safe to talk in here?


“Oh, yeah,” said Joseph, looking over his shoulder as he backed out of his parking space. “But I’d wait till we get where we’re going.”


“Where are we going?”


“Chinatown!” Joseph grinned and peeled away from the curb.


They parked in Portsmouth Square near the Stevenson Monument. Lewis looked around nervously at the towering buildings. “A lot of these are unreinforced brick, you know,” he remarked.


“Uh-huh,” said Joseph, striding away up the street. “But we both know there’s no earthquake today, so what’s the problem?”


“It’s the principle of the thing,” Lewis objected, hurrying after him. “I don’t see how you can overcome the basic hazard-avoidance programming.”


“You live long enough, you can figure out ways around almost anything,” said Joseph, stopping to look up at a rusting pink neon sign. “Come on, this is it. Good old Sam Pan’s.”


He stepped through a narrow doorway into what was apparently a restaurant, and spoke in fluid Cantonese to an elderly man in a stained apron. Lewis waited in the doorway, peering doubtfully into the tiny dim kitchen. Before him a steep flight of wooden stairs ascended next to the yawning mouth of a dumbwaiter. It opened on a black shaft whose impenetrable darkness stank like a crypt.


The elderly man nodded and sent a slightly less elderly man to lead them up the stairs. On the third floor landing they emerged into a lofty dining room with card tables lined up along the street windows, through which the afternoon sun poured like gold. Flies whirled merrily in the sunbeams. The waiter settled them at a table and shuffled away to the dumbwaiter, where two bottles of beer rose smoothly into sight. He brought them to Joseph and went off to sit at the table by the staircase, where he proceeded to remove his right shoe and sock and examine his corns.


“We’re not going to eat here, are we?” murmured Lewis.


“What are you, nuts?” Joseph’s eyes widened as he opened their beers. “But isn’t this a great place to talk in private? Can you imagine any Company operative coming in here for any reason at all? Get a load of this.” He jabbed with a chopstick between two of the bricks in the bare wall; ancient mortar trickled down like fine sand. “Any quake over 6.2 and, boy—”


“Don’t.” Lewis closed his eyes.


“Hey, it’s okay. Next big one isn’t scheduled for—” Joseph looked at his chronometer. “Well, a while, anyway. So, what did you want to talk about?” He lifted his bottle and drank.


Lewis drew a deep breath. “You know I was posted to the Laurel Canyon HQ back in ’65.”


“The Mount Olympus place?” Joseph frowned. “That’s the one that monitors the Lookout Mountain Drive anomaly, huh? It’s a full-service HQ now?”


“Budget reasons,” Lewis said.


Joseph sighed and shook his head. “Jesus. One of these days that whole place will get sucked into some black hole, you know? So, what happened? Was there a disturbance?”


“Yes, apparently, though it was over by the time I got there,” said Lewis. He wondered how to tell Joseph what he had to say next. Finally, he just said it. “Joseph, I saw Mendoza.”


He wasn’t prepared for the reaction. Something flared for a moment in Joseph’s eyes, then burned out as fast as it had appeared. He lifted his beer and took another swallow. “Really?” he said casually. “No kidding? How’s she doing these days?”


“What do you mean, how’s she doing these days?” gasped Lewis, staring at him.


Joseph looked for a long moment into Lewis’s white face. “Oh,” he said. He set the beer down carefully. He put his head in his hands.


“You mean you didn’t know?” Lewis was horrified. “I’d have thought you of all people would have been notified!”


“Yes and no,” said Joseph in a muffled voice.


“All these years I thought you knew.” Lewis sagged back in his chair. “My God. I was never officially notified myself, I came across the partial transcript in my case officer’s files.”


“What happened to her?” Joseph lifted his face. His eyes were cold now. “You tell me. I’d rather hear it from you.”


“She was arrested,” Lewis said. “And . . . retired from active duty. Joseph, I’m sorry, I never thought—”


“Arrested? What the hell did she do? When was this?”


“1863. She was stationed in Los Angeles, and—”


“L.A.?” Joseph said. “They sent her down there? What did they do that for? She was in the Ventana, she was okay. Nothing grows in Los Angeles! Nothing natural, anyhow.”


“Well, things used to, before the 1863 drought. There’s that temperate belt, remember? She was stationed in the old Cahuenga Pass HQ.”


“Bleeding Jesus!”


“Well, she was doing all right. Apparently. She’d completed her mission and everything, but . . . From what I can tell, the job ended, and she wasn’t reassigned anywhere else.” Lewis swallowed hard. “You know how layovers can be.”


Joseph nodded. “If trouble’s going to happen, it happens on a layover. Every time. Some goddam idiot of a posting officer . . . Tell me the rest.”


Lewis wrung his hands. “I’m not clear on the details. As far as I could make out, somehow everybody was away from the HQ one day except for Mendoza and a junior operative. And . . . a mortal came to the station while the boy was in the field. She, er, ran off with the mortal. Deserted.”


“With a mortal?” Joseph stared. “But she couldn’t stand being around mortals! Not since—” He halted. “Who was this guy? Did anybody find out?”


“Oh, yes, the boy testified. It was his testimony transcript I saw, actually. The mortal seems to have been one of those Englishmen their foreign office sent out back then to court the Confederacy.” Lewis stopped. Joseph had gone a nasty putty color under his tan.


“You did say Englishman, right?”


“I know. Bad luck, wasn’t it? After what happened to her in England all that time before.” Lewis shook his head. “Maybe the coincidence—I don’t know. But it ended rather quickly. And unpleasantly. The Englishman died, I know that much.”


“You’re sure about that,” said Joseph.


“Well—yes.”


“What did they do with her? Where did they send her?” Joseph asked.


Lewis made a sad gesture, turning his empty palms up on the table.


“But you said you saw her!”


Lewis nodded. “I told you there was a disturbance. It was in 1862, before the incident happened. She and a fellow operative went into Laurel Canyon hunting for specimens. I don’t know what could have possessed them to do it, but they rode up to Lookout Mountain Drive. And somehow or other the temporal wave sucked them forward, into 1996.”


“Forward.” Joseph gaped at him. “No, that’s nuts, you must have misunderstood. We can’t go forward. They must have been pulled from 2062. You heard wrong.”


“Joseph, I saw them,” said Lewis quietly. “They were wearing nineteenthcentury clothes. They’d been riding horses, even the horses had been pulled along with them!”


“But—” Joseph was too stunned to continue.


“I got there just as they were being sent back,” Lewis explained. “They were already in the transcendence chamber. And I saw her there, and I just—” He paused. “I tried to warn her about what she was going to do. I had to! And she couldn’t understand me through the glass, she just stood there looking bewildered.” He had to stop.


Joseph reached out and patted his arm. “It was a good try. There’ll be trouble over that, though, you know.”


“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Lewis said. “My case officer and I get along. I think I smoothed it over. It’s not as though it did any good.” He laughed bitterly. “History cannot be changed.”


“Watch out, all the same.” Joseph was still puzzled. He looked sharply at Lewis. “When did all this happen?”


“Yesterday afternoon.”


“The place must be swarming with techs trying to find out how it happened. How’d you get away?”


“Well, I had business up here anyway and I thought—I thought you knew about her, you see, so you might have an idea where she’s being kept. It was one thing to learn about her arrest and feel awful for years, but then to see her! Suddenly I just couldn’t stand it anymore. As for how it happened, well, isn’t it obvious?”


“No. Would you mind letting me in on the little secret?” said Joseph harshly. “Because in—what, twenty-odd thousand years of going around the block?—this is the first time I’ve ever heard of anybody defying the laws of temporal physics!”


Lewis looked at him miserably. “It was Mendoza, Joseph. She’d become a Crome generator. She set off the temporal wave. You didn’t know that either?”


Joseph was silent for about thirty seconds. Then, moving too quickly for mortal sight, he leaped to his feet and hurled, his beer bottle across the room. It smashed against the brick wall. The waiter looked at him reproachfully.


“Let’s get out of here,” croaked Joseph. “I need to do myself some damage.” He pulled out his wallet and withdrew a fifty-dollar bill, which he thrust at the waiter as he shouldered past him. He ran clattering down the stairs, Lewis following him closely.


The waiter thrust the money into his pocket and, sighing, got a couple of paper napkins from the cutlery stand. Careful not to step in the broken glass with his bare foot, he crouched to shove it all together in a small pile between the two napkins. He scraped up as much as he could into the napkins. Looking around, he finally dropped them down the dumbwaiter shaft. The rest he pushed up against the baseboard, into a spacious crack there. Wiping his hands on his apron, he put on his sock and shoe again and limped downstairs. His corns hurt.


There are a lot of strange people in San Francisco, and if you work there, you soon grow used to occasional peculiarities in your customers; but the girl behind the cash register at Ghirardelli’s decided that this took weirdness to new heights. Two executives in tailored business suits were sitting at one of the little white tables in the soda fountain area, glaring hungrily at the fountain worker who was preparing their eighth round of hot chocolate. They had marched in, put down a hundred-dollar bill, and told her to keep the drinks coming. On the floor between their respective briefcases was a souvenir bag stuffed with boxes of chocolate cable cars, and the table was littered with foil wrappers from the chocolate they had already consumed.


To make matters stranger, they had the appearance of junior delegates from opposing sides of a celestial peace conference: the dark one with his little diabolic beard and the fair-haired one with his fragile good looks. As she watched, the devil jumped up the second his order number was called and went swiftly, if unsteadily, to take his tray. He grabbed the cocoa-powder canister on his return. Sitting down across from the angel, he added a generous helping of cocoa to his hot chocolate. Then, apparently seized by an afterthought, he opened the canister and shook out a couple of spoonfuls onto the marble tabletop. Giggling guiltily, he pulled out an American Express card and began scraping the cocoa powder into neat lines.


“Danny!” She stopped the busboy as he came through the turnstile. “Look at him! Is he really going to—?”


He was. He did. The angel went into gales of high-pitched laughter and fell off his chair. The devil sighed in bliss and leaned down for a pass with the other nostril.


“I don’t know what’s wrong with them,” said the girl in bewilderment. “I swear to God they were both sober when they came in here, and all they’ve ordered is hot chocolate.”


“Maybe they just really like hot chocolate?” said the busboy.


“So, anyway,” Joseph said, brushing cocoa powder off his lapels. “Where was I?”


“That thing you were going to tell me about,” Lewis replied from the floor, where he was on his hands and knees searching for his chair.


“Yeah. Well, see, I don’t think Mendoza’s been deactivated. And I’ll tell you why.”


“I’m glad we’re doing Theobromos,” said Lewis as his head reappeared above the level of the table. “I don’t think I could bear to discuss this if we weren’t, you know? I just think I’d cry and cry.” He drank most of his hot chocolate in a gulp.


“Me too.” Joseph lifted his mug and quaffed mightily as well. “But this is okay. So. You ever go over to Catalina Island?”


Lewis blinked, remembering.


“Once or twice. Second-unit work. Who was I stunt-doubling for? Was it Fredric March or Richard Barthelmess? I know I’ve been over there. Go on.”


“You remember the big white hotel? It’s not there anymore, they tore it down in the sixties, but back then it was brand-new.” Joseph sighed, remembering. He reached into the souvenir bag and pulled out another bar, unwrapping it absentmindedly.


“Big white hotel. Right.” Lewis frowned solemnly. “Oh! The Hotel Saint Catherine. I remember now, because one used to be able to get, uh . . .”


“Yeah, liquor in the bar, because there were bootleggers all over the place.” Joseph looked around on the tabletop, trying to see where his chocolate had gone. “Did I eat that already? Christ.”


“I hope you’re leaving me some of the ones without almonds.”


“Uh-huh. So I was over there in 1923. I was trying to corner somebody, Chaplin or Stan Laurel or I forget who, to get him interested in a deal with Paramount.”


“Was he?” Lewis drank the rest of his hot chocolate and signaled to the counterman for more.


“Interested? Hell no, complete waste of time. But it was a job. So I’m at the bar, see? And I’m talking up a great line, hoping to make the guy sorry he’s not a player, you know, and I glance over into the dining room and—there she is.” Joseph gulped. Tears started in his eyes. He reached blindly for his hot chocolate and drank the rest of it.


“Who?”


“Mendoza. I’m telling you, Lewis. Sitting at a table in the restaurant. Sleeveless dress, peach silk with a bead fringe on the skirt, white sun hat, string of pearls. She had a glass of white wine in front of her. So did he.”


“Who?”


“The guy,” said Joseph, and put his head down on the table and began to weep. It’s disconcerting when a baritone weeps. Lewis was at a loss. He looked up as the fountain attendant, who had given up trying to get their attention, approached with their next hot chocolates.


“Um, I think my friend has had enough,” he enunciated with care. “You can leave both of those, though, I’ll drink them.”


“Can you drive?” said Joseph foggily.


“Uh . . . no.”


“Well, I can’t.”


“That’s okay,” said Lewis. “We’ll just take a cable car.”


“I live in Sausalito.”


“Oh.” Lewis drank half of one of the hot chocolates. “Cable cars don’t go across the Golden Gate, do they?”


Joseph shook his head, reached for the cocoa powder again.


“Oh, busboy!” Lewis stood up and nearly fell over. “Would you call us a taxi, please? Thank you. There we go! All settled. So, anyway. The girl in the peach silk dress. She turned out not to be Mendoza, obviously.”


“Yeah. No, it was her. I’m telling you, Lewis, I saw her!”


“Who was the fellow she was with?”


“That was what I couldn’t dope out.” Joseph rose up on one elbow, staring at him. He mopped tears and cocoa powder from his face with a paper napkin. “He shouldn’t have been there. Couldn’t have been, the big arrogant bastard! But they both, looked up and saw me. Recognized me, I’d swear. I pushed away from the bar and went through the crowd to get to them, but that was a hell of a crowded watering hole, and by the time I got into the restaurant, they were gone.”


“You’re sure they were really there in the first place?”


“No,” Joseph admitted. “Except . . . their wine was still there, on the table. And the terrace door was open.”


“Where are you going?” shouted the busboy from the phone, putting his hand over the mouthpiece.


Where indeed? wondered Lewis.


“Sausalito,” shouted Joseph.


They sat looking at each other.


“We must find her,” Joseph said.


“I was hoping you’d say that.” Lewis began to smile.


“It’s impossible she managed to escape from wherever they stashed her, but what if she did? She might need help. And I have to know whether or not she was really there.”


“We couldn’t get into trouble, could we, just making a few discreet inquiries?”


“It might take us years to find out anything.”


“So much the better.” Lewis held out his hands. “We’ll be less obvious that way.”


“What was it the man said about the free French garrison, Louie?” Joseph began to giggle again, reaching for Lewis’s half-finished drink.


At that moment another immortal entered the room. He was a security tech. He was dressed as a sport cyclist, in the bright tight-fitting cycling ensemble of that era, and carried his helmet and sunglasses under his arm. He swept the room once with a cold gray stare and acquired the two businessmen sitting at the little table under the time clock. He closed on them at once.


“Operatives? You stopped transmitting three hours ago. Are you in need of assistance?” he inquired in a low voice. They stared up at him, momentarily sobered. Someone must have been monitoring their data transmissions.


“Oh, gee, I’m sorry!” Joseph said. “You know what it was? We were in this arcade, and one of the damn electronic games fritzed. We were standing too close to it. Happens every now and then. We’re okay, really.”


“Honest,” Lewis said.


The security tech scanned them and recoiled slightly at the level of Theobromos in their systems. He surveyed the litter of foil wrappers and empty cups, regarded the cocoa powder in Joseph’s beard, and sighed. Two old professionals on a sloppy bender. And it was true that there were occasional inexplicable flares and shortings-out in San Francisco, which was as weird in its way as Laurel Canyon, not because of any geologic anomaly but because the place seemed to attract Crome-generating mortals in droves. It made his job more complicated than that of most security personnel.


“All right,” he said. “I don’t really need to report this, if you two senile delinquents will promise me you won’t try to drive in your condition.”


“We’ve already sent for a taxi,” Lewis assured him.


“Gonna go home and order a pizza and sleep it off. Trust me, kid.” Joseph reached up and patted the security tech’s white helmet. He left cocoa-powdered fingerprints.


Lewis sat up abruptly and stared around, wishing he hadn’t. He had a terrible headache, and his skin was crawling. He was ravenously hungry, too. At least he remembered where he was: a houseboat in Sausalito. Rank wind off the tidal flats and the cry of sea birds confirmed his memory.


He remained on the couch for a moment, surveying the litter of the dimly recalled previous evening. Five pizza boxes and two empty five-liter bottles of Coca-Cola. Lewis lifted the lid on the nearest box, hoping there was some crust left. There wasn’t. How sad. He needed carbohydrates terribly just now.


Resting his head in his hands, he tried to remember his dream, but it was fading so quickly: Mendoza laughing with him at one of the base administrator’s parties, over some ridiculous costume Houbert had worn. They hadn’t been able to stop giggling. He’d master himself, fix all his features in a look of prim attention, and she’d take one look at him and go into fresh gales of laughter, which would set him off again. They’d had to stagger outside at last, leaning on each other.


Mendoza looked young when she laughed. Apparent age, in immortals, is largely a matter of facial expression. Most of the time she seemed older, austere and withdrawn. Lewis thought he must be the only person who’d ever seen her eyes sparkle, her cheeks flush. That is, outside the mortal men who’d loved her.


Resolutely, he got to his feet and peered into the empty bedroom. The bed was neatly made, though Joseph must have been in bad shape when he woke. Funny how army training never wore off, especially when one had been a centurion. He sent a vague questing signal, and there came a response, faint through hills and traffic: Getting the car. You can borrow one of my shirts.


Thanks.


Lewis stepped into the kitchen and opened Joseph’s refrigerator. There was more Theobromos, which he couldn’t bear to look at. There were several six-packs of Anchor Steam beer. There was a loaf of Roman Meal bread and a package of unidentifiable sliced delicatessen product. Lewis groaned and opened the freezer. Ah! Ten boxes of frozen fettuccine Alfredo. He slid out the whole stack, opened them all, and put them in the microwave. Then he went to take a shower, uttering another silent prayer of thanks to Apollo, lord of civilized amenities.


Only after he’d eaten all the fettuccine did he gather up the pizza boxes and liter bottles and little black plastic dishes and fill a trash bag, which he set carefully beside Joseph’s front door. He found an ironing board and was pressing his suit when he heard the Lexus pull into the carport.


A moment later Joseph came across the gangplank and let himself in, rather awkwardly because he was carrying a large cardboard box.


“I got two dozen doughnuts,” he said, offering it. “I think there’s a couple left. I meant to leave more. Sorry.”


“Oh, no, thank you, you needn’t have. I ate all your fettuccine Alfredo.”


“Okay then,” said Joseph, and sat down to eat the remaining doughnuts. No Armani suit today; he was wearing a brilliant Hawaiian shirt over black Levis, and black high-top sneakers. “I phoned in sick,” he explained through a mouthful of doughnut, taking in Lewis’s stare. “We need to talk to somebody today. Do you have to get back anytime soon?”


“Not immediately, no.” Lewis unplugged the iron and pulled on his pants. “With whom do we need to talk?”


“I did some checking,” Joseph said, licking glazed sugar from his fingers, “on the operatives who were posted at Cahuenga Pass with Mendoza. One of them is still in California. Right here in Marin County, in fact.”


“That’s convenient.” Lewis tied his tie carefully.


“It gets better. It’s the ornithologist. The kid who was there with her when she went AWOL. The one who testified. Who actually saw the Englishman.” Joseph’s eyes were black and shiny as coal this morning, his gaze hard and direct. “So. We have another six hours before the effect of the helmet wears off and we start transmitting data to the Company again. Here’s what we do. We go see this guy right now, somehow or other we get him to put on the helmet and walk through Stonehenge, and then we ask him a few questions. Okay?”


“Nunc aut nunquam,” said Lewis grimly, slipping on his coat.


“You said it, kiddo.” Joseph picked up his car keys and rose to his feet.


They took Highway 1 north, winding along coastline and cutting over to Tomales Bay. In the late twentieth century this was all pastoral land, dairy pastures on sea-facing hills, with redwoods along the creeks and wild rose and blackberry bramble thick beside the road. Here and there an isolated farmhouse sat back in the shadows under its grove of laurel trees, unchanged in a hundred years except for a satellite dish for television reception.


At last there was a steel-framed gate across a dirt road on their left, with a posted sign. Joseph slowed and stopped as they came abreast of it. It read:


AUDUBON SANCTUARY, TOMALES BAY


RESTRICTED ENTRY


“Good place for an ornithologist,” said Lewis.


“Nice and isolated, too.” Joseph backed up and made a sharp turn across the highway, pulling up to the gate. There was a little communications box with a push button at one side. He got out and pressed the button. A moment later a voice responded, tinny and distorted by the weathered speaker.


“Are you here to see the smews?”


“Uh—” Joseph and Lewis exchanged a look.


“Or are you here to see the Hitchcock set?” the voice went on, in a slightly annoyed tone.


“Yeah, actually,” Joseph said.


“I have to tell you, you’re really missing an opportunity if you don’t see the smews while they’re here.”


“Ornithologist Grade Two Juan Bautista?”


“Oh.” The voice altered completely. “I’m sorry. Who’s that?”


“Facilitator Joseph and Literature Specialist Lewis.”


“Okay.” There was a loud buzz and click as the gate unlocked. “Please close up again after you come through.”


Once through the gate, they followed the road across a meadow and down the hill toward the bay. It led to a promontory where a frame house sat, shaded by three enormous cypress trees, looking out on a little boat dock. The location seemed eerily familiar.


“Alfred Hitchcock,” said Joseph abruptly, slapping his forehead. “It’s the house from The Birds!”


“Well, no wonder we drove up here to see it,” said Lewis in delight.


“Perfect,” Joseph growled, pulling up to the garage from which Rod, Tippi, Jessica, and Veronica made their final desperate escape.


As they approached the house, they heard what appeared to be a violent argument going on between a child and an adult, though it ceased abruptly when Lewis knocked. The door opened, and an immortal stood there staring at them. He wore a khaki uniform with a plastic tag over the pocket that read JOHN GREY EAGLE, SITE DOCENT. His long hair, which had once been silver, was now dyed jet black and braided behind him.


“Hi,” he said. There was a violent flapping of wings from the room beyond, and a raven suddenly landed on his shoulder. He reached up swiftly and closed its beak between his thumb and forefinger.


“Whoa.” Joseph stepped back, laughing. “Is that one of the cast members still hanging around?”


“No,” said the man with a trace of sullenness. This is just Raven. You guys understand that birds never, ever really behave that way, right? It was just a horror movie. Ravens never hurt mortals, and neither do seagulls, for that matter.”


“Well, sure, but it’s still a great movie.” Joseph thrust out his hand. “Hi. I’m Joseph and this is Lewis. We came to see the set, but—say, what is a smew, anyway?”


“I’m Juan Bautista. Mergellus albellus, it’s a Eurasian merganser, and they’re only accidental here, but we have a mated pair! Do you have any idea how rare that is?” said Juan Bautista, shaking hands.


“Amazing,” said Joseph. “So. Can we see the house?”


“All right,” sighed Juan Bautista, stepping back from the door. Then he stopped, staring at Joseph. “Do I know you from somewhere?”


“Gee, I suppose it’s possible. I get around a lot,” said Joseph. “Come on, I want to see the fireplace where the sparrows attacked.”


There wasn’t really much to see, since no attempt had been made to reproduce any of the film’s furnishings. Juan showed them through the rooms anyway and recited a few film facts for their edification: that Hitchcock had thrown a lot of innocent helpless birds at Tippi Hedren, and that the schoolhouse where the ravens massed for their completely out-of-character attack was now a private residence and thought to be haunted, thoug h not by Suzanne Pleshette. The raven clacked its beak derisively.


“Well, isn’t that just fascinating,” said Lewis.


“Want to go see the smews now?”


“Great,” said Joseph.


A smew looked like a fat little black-and-white duck with a crest, though Juan Bautista insisted a merganser wasn’t a duck. They admired one paddling about on a reedy backwater for a few minutes, then started back to the house.


“I guess you don’t get into the city much,” said Joseph as they crossed the lawn.


“Me? No. What do you guys do?”


“Lewis here works for the studios in Hollywood—” Juan Bautista turned to stare at him, impressed. “Dealing in rare research stuff and old scripts.”


“I was stationed in Hollywood once,” said Juan Bautista. “It wasn’t there yet, though, so I never got to see any movie stars.”


“Yeah, that’s life in the service, isn’t it?” Joseph shook his head ruefully. “I don’t see many in my line of work, either. I work for—Say, I’ve just remembered, I have that helmet in the car!”


“That’s right, you do,” said Lewis. “Let’s show him.”


Juan Bautista looked from one to the other. “What?”


“You’ll love this. It’s so cool.” Joseph ran to the Lexus and popped the trunk.


“He was showing me only yesterday,” Lewis told Juan Bautista. “No end of fun, virtual reality stuff.”


Juan Bautista’s eyes lit up. “The graphics are still pretty crappy, but I understand they’re getting better.”


“Wait’ll you see this.” Joseph chortled, digging the white crate out of the trunk. “Come on, let’s take it in the house. It’s a prototype. You can try it out.”


“You work for those guys?” Juan Bautista recognized the logo on the box. “Wow.”


“Yeah, but I’m never involved in the movies themselves.” Joseph pushed the door open and set the box down. “Right now I’m a salesman for their cybernetic entertainment division. There are certain developments Dr. Zeus wants monitored. You know.” He lifted out the helmet. “Just sit down and get comfortable.”


“Okay.” Juan Bautista handed the raven off to a perch—it gronked and protested—and took a seat on his couch. Joseph stepped close and placed the helmet carefully on Juan Bautista’s head. Lewis winced and retreated a few paces. The raven cocked its head to look at him and looked back at Juan Bautista uneasily.


“Here we go!” Joseph took a small control out of his pocket and inserted a minidisc. “This is the sampler. My favorite’s the walk through Stonehenge, it’s the first one on the program. Check it out.” He thumbed the control and stepped well away from the couch. The raven ducked its head and began to flutter its wings, crying.


“Oh, shut up, bird. Hey, this is really something,” said Juan Bautista muffledly. “It’s a lot better than the other stuff I—ow!”


He began to fumble with the helmet. The raven flew off its perch and went straight for Joseph’s eyes, screaming, “Get it off him! Get it off him right now!”


Joseph dropped the control to defend himself and got a grip around the raven’s wings, trapping them. He held it out at arm’s length. Juan Bautista pushed off the helmet, panting. There was a moment of silence.


“Did that bird just talk?” asked Lewis at last.


“Uh—sure. Ravens can be taught to talk, you know,” said Juan Bautista, in a frantically reasonable voice. “Just like parrots. All the Corvidae are really intelligent.”


“Get it off him, get it off him right now,” said the raven rather lamely. “Polly wants a cracker, awk, awk, awk.”


“Nice try,” said Joseph, glaring at it. “Why don’t you do the nevermore bit next?”


“I hate that stupid poem,” said the raven. Juan Bautista groaned and slid down on the couch. “I’m sorry, Dad,” it added contritely.


Joseph grinned unpleasantly. Lewis was reminded that Joseph had worked for the Spanish Inquisition.


“Well, well,” he chuckled. “You’re not just any birdbrain, are you? Somebody’s done an augmentation job on you. Boy, that’s really illegal. The Company wouldn’t be at all happy if they found out. I wonder who could have done such a thing?”
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