Kage Baker: Son Observe the Time

On the eve of destruction we had oysters and champagne.

Don’t suppose for a moment that we had any desire to lord it over the poor mortals of San
Francisco, in that month of April in that year of 1906; but things weren’t going to be so
gracious there again for a long while, and we felt an urge to fortify ourselves against the work
we were to do.

And who were we, you may ask? The present-time operatives of Dr. Zeus Incorporated, a
twenty-fourth century cabal of investors who have presided over the development of
immortality and time travel, amongst other things. Neither of those inventions are terribly
practical, | regret to say; nevertheless they can be utilized to provide a satisfactory profit for
Company shareholders. Assuming, of course, that we immortals—their servants—are able to
perform our tasks in a satisfactory manner.

London before the Great Fire, Delhi before the Mutiny, even Chicago—| was there and | can
tell you, it requires a great deal of mental and emotional self-discipline to live side by side
with mortals in a Salvage Zone. You must look, daily, into the smiling faces of those who
are to lose all, and walk beside them in the knowledge that nothing you can do will affect
their fates. Even the most prosaic of places has a sort of haunted glory at such times; judge
then how it looked to us, that gilded fantastical butterfly of a city, quite unprepared for its
approaching holocaust.

The place was made even queerer by the fact that there were so many Company operatives
there at the time. The very ether hummed with our transmissions. In any street you might
have seen us dismounting from carriages or the occasional automobile, we immortal
gentlemen tipping our derbies to the ladies, our immortal ladies responding with a graceful
inclination of their picture hats, smiling as we met each other’s terrified eyes. We dined at
the Palace and as guests at Nob Hill mansions; promenaded in Golden Gate Park, drove
out to Woodward Gardens, attended the theater and everywhere saw the pale set faces of
our own kind, busy with their own particular preparations against what was to come.

Some of us had less pleasant places to go. | was grateful that | was not required to brave
the Chinese labyrinth by Waverly Place, but my associate Pan had certain business there
amongst the Celestials. | myself was obliged to venture, too many times, into the
boarding-houses south of Market Street. Beneath the Fly Trap was a Company safe house
and HQ; we’'d meet there sometimes, Pan and I, at the end of a long day in our respective
ghettoes, and we’d sit shaking together over a brace of stiff whiskies. Thus heartened, it was
time for a costume change: dock laborer into gentleman for me, coolie into cook for him,
and so home by cable car.

I lodged in two rooms on Bush Street. | will not say | slept there; one does not rest well on
the edge of the maelstrom. But it was a place to keep one’s trunk, and to operate the
Company credenza necessary for facilitating the missions of those operatives whose case
officer | was. Salvaging is a terribly complicated affair, requiring as it does that one hide in
History’s shadow until the last possible moment before snatching one’s quarry from its
preordained doom. One must be organized and thoroughly coordinated; and timing is
everything.

On the morning of the tenth of April | was working there, sending a progress report, when
there came a brisk knock at my door. Such was my concentration that | was momentarily
unmindful of the fact that | had no mortal servants to answer it. When | heard the impatient
tapping of a small foot on the step, | hastened to the door.

| admitted Nan D’Araignee, one of our Art Preservation specialists. She is an operative of
West African origin with exquisite features, slender and slight as a doll carved of ebony. |
had worked with her briefly near the end of the previous century. She is quite the most
beautiful woman | have ever known, and happily married to another immortal, a century
before | ever laid eyes on her. Timing, alas, is everything.

"Victor." She nodded. "Charming to see you again."

"Do come in." | bowed her into my parlor, acutely conscious of its disarray. Her bright gaze
took in the wrinkled laundry cast aside on the divan, the clutter of unwashed teacups, the
half-eaten oyster loaf on the credenza console, six empty sauterne bottles and one






