




[image: Cover image: Sky Coyote by Kage Baker]











Sky Coyote









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


Praise for 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









Books by Kage Baker


The Company Novels


In the Garden of Iden


Sky Coyote


Mendoza in Hollywood


The Graveyard Game


The Life of the World to Come


The Children of the Company


The Machine’s Child


Rude Mechanicals


The Sons of Heaven


The Empress of Mars


Not Less Than Gods


Nell Gwynne’s On Land and at Sea (with Kathleen Bartholomew)


The Company Short Fiction Collections


Black Projects, White Knights: The Company Dossiers


Gods and Pawns


In the Company of Thieves


Anvil of the World Series


The Anvil of the Worlds


The House of the Stag


The Bird of the River


Other Short Fiction Collections


Mother Ægypt and Other Stories


Dark Mondays


The Best of Kage Baker


Other Novels


The Hotel Under the Sand (Juvenile)









Sky Coyote


A Novel of the Company


Kage Baker


[image: image]









Published 2026 by Pyr®


Sky Coyote. Copyright © 1999 by Kage Baker. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or conveyed via the Internet or a website without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.


Cover illustration © Shutterstock / Mia Stendal / Lyusinda /


Julia Ar / Pixabay /CharlVera


Cover design by Ashley Calvano


Cover design © Start Science Fiction


Inquiries should be addressed to


Start Science Fiction


830 Morris Tpke, 4th Floor


Short Hills, NJ 07078


Phone: 212-431-5455


www.pyrsf.com


ISBN 978-1-64506-118-2 (paperback)


ISBN 978-1-64506-131-1 (ebook)


Printed in the United States of America









To George H. Baker, who once spent a very long afternoon trying to read Hiawatha to an impatient four-year-old so she’d have some sense of his ethnic heritage, this book is respectfully dedicated.










Chapter One


YOU’LL UNDERSTAND THIS STORY BETTER if I tell you a lie.


Well, a myth, anyway. There was this god once, the Greek god of Time. He was a cruel old bastard and he ate all his children as soon as they were born. Zeus, the youngest son, managed to escape; when he grew up, he came back and ended the rule of Time by killing his father. ‘Then he cut him open and set the older children free. King Time is dead; long live King Zeus.


In the twenty-fourth century, a research and development firm proudly appropriated Zeus as its corporate logo when it developed a method of time travel.


The method didn’t quite pan out, though. Traveling through time is prohibitively expensive, and there are certain crucial limitations. For example, you can’t go into the future, only backward into the past, and forward again to your point of departure in the present. Another problem is that history cannot be changed. Period. It’s the law.


However, this law can only be observed to apply to recorded history . . .


So the discovery wasn’t a total loss. The company altered its logo slightly and became Dr. Zeus. They were able to make a nice profit looting the past by collecting “lost” works of art and arranging long-term investments. They loaded a database with every event in recorded history and found they still had plenty of uncharted past to move around in. They realized that if the past couldn’t be changed, it could at least be manipulated to Company advantage.


But who were they going to get to do the actual manipulating? Traveling back in time is rough, if you do it the cost-effective way without extra buffers. Twenty-fourth-century agents bitch about it constantly, and demand extra pay. Fabulously rich corporations never seem to have enough cash, paradoxically enough; though you may really need to send that man back to deposit a certain sum in a certain bank on a certain day in 1806, you’re reluctant to do it unless you’ve got a guarantee it will pay off in six figures. And how many times do you want to lay out money to send people through? Isn’t there a way to cut costs on this?


Dr. Zeus got its answer reviewing another failed project: immortality.


Technically it’s possible to make an immortal person. It is not commercially practical. It only works on infants or little children, not middle-aged millionaires; and since middle-aged millionaires are the only ones who could afford to pay for the process, it’s sort of a loss as a market item. In addition, the chosen babies must meet certain stringent physical requirements, and endure years of surgical alteration and training. Not even the most determined millionaire parents, once they knew what it entailed, would put their little Gloria or Donald Jr. through such an ordeal.


So, you can’t sell immortality. On the other hand, if you’re looking for Company agents who will work loyally without health insurance and never, ever retire . . .


They sent a team back to Lower Paleolithic times. A permanent base was established; equipment was shipped back, too. The original team went about collecting little Neanderthals and Cro-Magnons. These kids were then implanted, augmented, amplified, fortified, hopped up, switched on, tuned in, and thoroughly indoctrinated. They were given the whole harvest of human knowledge and culture from the other end of time; the books, the music, the cinema. They grew up, these superüberkinder, and when the last nasty mortal tissues had been well and truly excised, the base technicians handed them the keys to the lab and said: You take over. We’re going home.


So, see what was accomplished with just one round trip? You don’t send your agents back and forth through time; you recruit them at the beginning and let them walk forward through time in the ordinary way. Outlay for the project was kept to a minimum, and now Dr. Zeus had immortal operatives working for it, strategically placed at every important event in history. Of course, they were promised a golden future when they finally got to the future. Though that hasn’t happened yet . . .


And the immortals made more immortals, though not in the usual way, because they had all been very carefully sterilized; suitable infants were selected from the mortal population and processed at remote bases inaccessible to marauding primitives. More bases were built, more secret Company projects were inaugurated, and the fix, as they say, was in.


Dr. Zeus ruled the world. Covertly, of course.


By now you’ve probably got a mental image of these immortals. You’re only mortal yourself, and the idea of a deathless, perfect race makes you uncomfortable—and maybe just a little hostile—so you imagine them intellectual and emotionless. Stuck up, too. You’re probably thinking they all look like vampires or superheroes, tall and steely-eyed, the men with bulging biceps and the women gorgeous in a chilly sort of way.


Well, you’re wrong. The truth is, they look just like you, and why shouldn’t they? They used to be human beings.










Chapter Two


THE YEAR IS 1699 A.D., the place is South America: deepest jungle, green shadows, slanting bars of sunlight, a dark rich overripe smell. Jaguars on the prowl. Orchids in bloom. Little birds and monkeys making continuous little bird and monkey noises in the background.


And here’s the Lost City in the middle of the jungle: sudden acres of sunlight and silence in the middle of all that malarial gloom. Red and white stucco pyramids. Steps and courtyards and avenues, straight as a die. Straighter. Really impressive architecture out in the middle of nowhere. Gods and kings carved all over the place.


And here’s the intrepid Spanish Jesuit, our hero. You couldn’t mistake him for anything else. He’s got those little black raisin eyes Spanish priests are supposed to have, but with a sort of twinkly expression the masters of the Inquisition usually lack. He’s got the black robe, the boots, the crucifix; he’s short—well, let’s say “compact of build”—and is of olive complexion. Needs a shave.


He approaches cautiously through the jungle, and his cute little eyes widen as he beholds the Lost City. From somewhere within his robe he produces a square of folded sheepskin, and opens it to study a complicated design penned in red and blue inks. He seems to orient himself, and proceeds quickly to a wall embellished with scowling plaster monsters whose terrifying rage seems to keep even the lianas and orchids from encroaching on them. He makes his way along the perimeter, then: ten meters, twenty meters, thirty, and comes at last to the Jaguar Gate.


This is a magnificent towering megalith kind of a thing of red plaster, surmounted by a green stone lintel on which two jaguars are carved in bas-relief, upright and rampant in fighting poses, with eyes and claws inlaid in gold. Nay, but there’s more: no actual gate occupies this gateway, no rusting bars of iron, oh no. Instead a solid wave of faint blue light shimmers there, obscuring slightly the view of the fabulous city beyond. If you have really good hearing (and the Spanish Jesuit has), you can just perceive that the blue light is humming slightly, crackling, buzzing.


And what’s this in nasty little heaps around the base of the gateway? Lots of fried bugs and a fried bird or two, and—gosh, the Spanish Jesuit doesn’t even want to think about what that blackened and twisted thing is over there, the one reaching out with a skeletal claw to the blue light. Probably just a dead monkey, though.


Peering at the detail of the pictographic inscription that runs up one side of the gateway, the Jesuit finds what he has been searching for: a tiny black slot in the face of a parrot-deity who’s either beheading a prisoner or fertilizing a banana plant, depending on how good your knowledge of pictographs is. After observing it closely, the Jesuit reaches into a small leather pouch at his belt. He brings out an artifact, a golden key of strange and unkeylike design. How did this Spanish Jesuit come by such a key? Did he read about its fabled existence in some long-forgotten volume moldering in the libraries of the Escorial? Did he track its whereabouts across the New World, following a long-obscured trail through unspeakable dangers? Your guess is as good as mine. Holding his breath, he inserts it into the slot in the parrot-god’s beak.


At once there is a high-pitched shrilling noise, and the Spanish Jesuit knows, without being told, that someone has been alerted to his presence there. Maybe several someones. The blue light falters and blinks out for a second. Seizing his opportunity, the Spanish Jesuit leaps through the gateway, moving remarkably quickly for a man in a long cassock. No sooner has he landed on the pavement beyond than the blue light snaps back on, and a mosquito who was attempting to follow the Spanish Jesuit meets a terrible, though not untimely, death in a burst of sparks. The Spanish Jesuit breathes a sigh of relief. He has gained entrance to the Lost City.


Making his way through this awesome pile of arcane geometry, he finds a shaded courtyard where a fountain splashes. Here are tables and seats carved from stone. He sits down. There’s a stiff sheet of calligraphied parchment lying on the table. He leans forward to peer at it with interest. A shadow appears across an archway, and he looks up to see the Ancient Mayan.


Again, this is a guy you identify immediately. Feathered headdress, jaguarskin kilt, silky black pageboy bob. Hooked nose and high cheekbones. A sad and sneering countenance, appropriate on a member of a long-vanished empire. Is this the end for the Spanish Jesuit?


No, because the Ancient Mayan bows so his green plumes curl and bounce forward, and he inquires:


“How may I serve the Son of Heaven?”


The Jesuit looks down at the parchment.


“Well, the Margarita Grande looks pretty good. On the rocks, with salt, okay? And make that two. I’m expecting a friend.”


“Okay,” replies the Ancient Mayan, and glides away silently.


Boy, I love moments like this. I really enjoy watching the illusion coming into sharp contrast with the reality. I imagine the shock of the imaginary viewer, who must think he’s walked into a British comedy sketch. You know why I’ve survived in this job, year after year, lousy assignment after lousy assignment, with no counseling whatsoever? Because I have a keen appreciation of the ludicrous. Also because I have no choice.










Chapter Three


SO I’M SITTING HERE WAITING for the Mayan guy to come back with our cocktails, and I’m understandably a little jumpy, because I’m meeting someone I haven’t seen in, oh, a while, and we didn’t part on the best of terms. When mortals are nervous, their senses are heightened, they notice all kinds of little details they’re ordinarily unaware of. Imagine how it is with us.


Like I notice: the sound of tennis balls, far off, rebounding. Leisure. The sound of toilets flushing, wow, think of all that expensive plumbing. The smell of the jungle isn’t any worse than, say, a terrarium in bad need of a cleaning, and it’s pretty much blocked out anyway by the dominating aromas of this place: colognes. Antiperspirants. Cultivated flowers. Refrigerated food all nice and fresh. I can even smell fabric: starched napkins and tablecloths and bed linens, and not one spot of mildew on anything, and this is in the tropics, yet.


As I sit marveling at the luxury of New World One, she comes into range. I pick her up about twenty-five meters to the right and two meters down, steadily ascending, must be stairs beyond that arch. She’s moving at four point six kilometers an hour. I hear the footsteps on the staircase now, and through the arch I see her rising: head, then shoulders, then the white brocade of her gown.


She paused on the top step and looked at me.


She’d been one of those Galicians with white skin and red hair; could have passed for an Irishwoman, or English, even, until you saw her eyes. They were black. They had a hard stare, an expression of . . . disdain is too mild a word. Disgust, that’s it, whether at me or the world or God, I could never tell.


But it had been a long time, and maybe she’d even forgotten about what’s-his-name. I took a deep breath and smiled.


“Well, well. Little Mendoza.” And I stood and summoned every ounce of belief in the scene we presented. Father confessor extends welcome to young noblewoman.


“Jesus Christ,” she said.


“No, sorry,” I replied. “The robe’s got you fooled.”


“What a little pudding face you have with your beard and mustache shaved off.”


“I missed you too,” I said gallantly, gesturing to a seat. After a moment’s hesitation she approached and sat down, and I sat too, and the Mayan very providentially brought our cocktails.


“You got my transmission, then.” It’s safe to begin with the obvious.


“I did.” She arranged the train of her gown, not looking at me.


“So.” I leaned back after the first sip. “Been a long time, hasn’t it?”


“One hundred and forty-four years.” No, she hadn’t forgotten about what’s-his-name. “Since Portsmouth. I’m taller than you are, too. I wonder why I never noticed that before.”


“You’re wearing high heels.”


“Could be.” She raised her glass and considered it. She was being too much of a lady to bite the lime, but she did lick the salt.


“I like your ensemble. Bonnet à la Fontagnes, isn’t it? Boy, they really keep up with fashion here, don’t they? That’s the exact style they were wearing in Madrid when I left.”


“I should hope so.” She sneered. “You think courtiers fuss about their clothes? Hang around here a few years.”


“If I remember right, you used to like new fashions.”


“Less important now. I don’t know why. I’m very comfortable here, actually. Sanitation, good food, peace and quiet. Nothing to disturb my work but the social occasions, and I manage to get out of most of those.”


“So you don’t party much?”


“I hate parties.”


I reached out and took her hand. She looked at me in swift surprise. Then she relaxed and said, “You’re back with the Church again, obviously.”


“Have been. I’m about to change roles.”


“Really?”


“Yes. Yes, I died heroically in an attempt to carry the Word of God to a bunch of Indians who weren’t having any, thank you very much. Even now faithful Waldomar, my novice, is telling Father Sulpicio why he was unable to recover my arrow-studded body from the jungle. Anyway, I’ve just hiked in and I haven’t even reported for debriefing yet. Can’t wait for a shower and a shave.”


“I would have thought you’d go for them first.”


“Wanted to see you.” I shrugged and had another sip. Her eyes narrowed slightly.


“What exactly are you doing here, Joseph?” she inquired. This time she bit the lime. “If you don’t mind?”


“Recuperating!” My eyes widened. “I’ve just come from ten years as part of a Counter-Reformation dirty tricks squad in Madrid, doing stuff that would make a hyena queasy. Then I had a sea voyage here, which was not any kind of a luxury cruise, and two weeks on a stinky jungle trail. I’m a little overdue for a vacation, wouldn’t you say?”


“Overdue for a shower, anyway.”


“Sad but true.” I looked into the bottom of my glass. “What does one do to order a second round here?”


She waved a negligent hand, two fingers extended. The Mayan appeared from nowhere with two new drinks. He went through the whole business with the new napkins and the old glasses and swept away. I stared after him. “What does he do, stand there just out of sight listening to us?”


“Probably.” She raised her glass. “So after your vacation you’re going back out into the field?”


“Well, yes, as a matter of fact.”


“Going to play with politics at Lima?”


“No. They’re sending me up north.”


“Mexico? What on Earth are you going to find to do up there?”


“Farther north than that. California.”


“Ahh.” She nodded and drank. “Well, you’ll enjoy that. Great climate, I’m told. On the other hand—” She looked up suspiciously. “Nobody’s there yet. No cities, no court, no political intrigues. So what could you possibly . . .”


“There are Indians there,” I reminded her. “Indians have politics too, you know.”


“Oh, Indians.” She gestured as dismissively as only a Spaniard can. “But what a waste of your talents! They’re all savages up there, Joseph. Who did you offend, to draw an assignment like that? What will you do?”


“I don’t know. I haven’t been briefed on it yet. The rumor is, though, that Dr. Zeus is drafting a big expedition. Lots of personnel from all the disciplines. Big base camp and everything. No expense spared.”


“And you’re probably going to go in there and collect little Indians for study before they’re all killed off by smallpox.”


“I wouldn’t be surprised.”


“You slimy little guy.” She shook her head sadly. “Well, best of luck.”










Chapter Four


I GOT A GUEST SUITE, and I showered, I shaved, I was brought a fresh clean set of tropical whites and decked myself out in style. I left the long heavy wig on its wooden head; I like fashion as well as the next guy, but you have to be realistic sometimes. And the rest of the getup felt swell after my Jesuit mufti: silk knee breeches, gauzy shirt, frogged coat with cuffs you could conceal a dictionary in, let alone a scented hankie or an assignation letter. The heels on the shoes gave me some height, too. Oh, to be able to parade around Barcelona in this suit. You know what priests really miss? Not sex. Style. I admired myself in the mirror a few minutes before going off to report in like a good little operative.


Guest Services turned out to be located right off the lobby of my pyramid, so I didn’t even have to step outside. This was good, because even with the air-conditioning on I was sweating by the time I stepped into the director’s outer office.


It was lush with pre-Columbian art treasures and potted orchids. A big revolving ceiling fan moved the damp air around. High vaulted windows looked out on a walled garden where long shadows stretched across a brilliantly green lawn, and a turquoise pool of chlorinated water shimmered. No piranha would have lasted five minutes in there.


There was a receptionist’s desk of carved mahogany, but no receptionist. Okay. I looked around and picked up a copy of Immortal Lifestyles Monthly. Its glossy cover stuck to my fingers. Pulling them loose made a creepy tearing noise, and from behind a doorway a polite voice inquired, “Yoohoo?”


“Hello? Is the director anywhere around?” I called in reply. A few seconds later the door was pulled open and an immortal guy peered out. He looked at the vacant desk with a slight frown of annoyance.


“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I can’t think where she’s got to. You’d be—?”


“Facilitator Grade One Joseph, reporting in.”


“Ah.” He reached out and shook my hand. “Good to see you. Guest Services Director Lewis, at your service. Please come in.”


His inner office was a little cooler than the outer one, but I noticed he wasn’t bothering with his wig either; it drooped from its wooden head on a corner of his desk, with his tricorne perched rakishly atop it. Next to that was a commissary take-out box containing the remnants of a salad and next to that a jade cup half full of cold coffee, with a film of cream streaking the surface. The rest of the desk was in snappy order, though, neat little stacks of brochures arranged by size and a keen matching inkwell-and-quill-stand set of Ming dynasty porcelain. A desk calendar told me today was November 15, 1699.


“Please have a seat. Would you like something cold?” he suggested, bowing slightly in the direction of his liquor cabinet with its built-in icebox. I nodded, mopping my face with one of my crisp fresh handkerchiefs. It promptly wilted. He brought us a couple of Campari frosties and sat down behind his desk. He was wilted, too. Lewis was one of those fragile-looking little guys who could have understudied for Fredric March or Leslie Howard. Limp fair hair over a high-domed forehead with hollow temples, deep-set tragic eyes the color of a bruised violet. Determined chin, though. We swilled down our Camparis in grateful unison.


“Ah.” He set down the glass. “Equatorial or not, we don’t usually have such heat at this time of the year. You hiked in on foot, too, didn’t you? I daresay you’re ready for a bit of rest and rec after that ordeal.”


“I sure am, if I have the time,” I said indistinctly, crunching ice. “Do I have the time, before this next job?”


“Let’s just see, shall we?” He turned, and a terminal screen rose up smoothly out of a groove in the polished surface of his desk. He unfolded a keyboard and tapped in a request. Little green letters ran across the sea-blue screen. “Well! Here’s your file. Oh, my goodness, you’re one of our more experienced operatives, aren’t you? Look at the missions you’ve been on. So you’re the man who preserved the cave paintings at Irun del Mar?”


I thought back twenty thousand years. “Yeah,” I admitted. “Long story, actually. They were my father’s paintings.”


“That’s wonderful.” Lewis looked impressed. “That’s in the south of France, isn’t it? Or is it northern Spain?”


“Neither one, back then. We were the people who became what you’d call Basques.”


“Those people.” Lewis leaned his chin in his palm. “Gosh, that’s fascinating. I was stationed in the south of France myself for a couple of centuries and I always meant to go down there on holiday, but the work just never let up. You know how it is.”


I nodded. The irony of being immortal and having all the time in the world is that you never really have any time, because there’s so much work to do. Except for the occasional layover at places like this, of course. Lewis turned to the screen again.


“Let’s see. Quite a distinguished field record throughout prehistory! Then it says you sailed with the Phoenicians, worked in Babylon, you were a priest in Egypt, a politician in Athens, secretary to a Roman senator, brief period as a legionary, three hundred years in Gaul and Britain . . . Why, we came rather close to meeting one another there. That’s where I was recruited. I was supposed to have been a Roman.”


“Supposed to have been?” I tilted my glass to get the last ice.


“Well, half Roman. By that time, everybody was half Roman and half Gaul or Visigoth or one of those people. There weren’t any more Roman Romans.” He gave a brief sharp smile. “In any case, my mother abandoned me in the spa at Aquae Sulis. Or so I’ve been told. Thank heavens a Company agent came along before somebody drowned me like a kitten.”


I nodded in sympathy. Lots of us started out that way. He leaned forward and resumed his perusal of my personal history. “And then you served in Byzantium—my, I wish I’d been able to see it then. I was stuck in Ireland, of all places. Did you ever meet the Empress Theodosia?”


“Yes. Evita Peron but with class. Nice lady.”


“Really. And then it says you put in some time working with the Idrissid rulers in Morocco, then back to Byzantium for the Crusades, and then to Spain. You’ve been with the Church, in one capacity or other, ever since. Worked under the Inquisition, did you?” Lewis raised an eyebrow.


“Yes, and you know what? The pay was crappy. Somebody was making money out of all those persecuted heretics, but it wasn’t me,” I told him.


He shook his head, his turn to look sympathetic. “And here’s your recreational data . . . say! You’re a soccer man? It says here you played on the base team when you were stationed in Andalusia. The Black Legend All-Stars.”


“I’m short, but I’m fast.” I grinned, setting my glass on his desk.


“Oh, how I wish you were going to be here a little longer,” Lewis mourned. “We’ve been trying to introduce soccer and get our own base team together. We had jai alai matches with our Mayans, but they insisted on killing one another afterward. Nasty business. Well, we do have tennis and croquet, if you enjoy either game.”


“I’m a tennis man, too.”


“Splendid. We have marvelous outdoor courts. Oh! Oh! Here we are, here’s your next posting. Six weeks away. Well, you’re in for a grand time. You’ll be able to enjoy the annual ‘Saturnalia, Christmas, Yule, Whatever’ party. There’s also the Grand Fin de Siècle Cotillion on New Year’s Eve as we swing into yet another new century. You’ll just make that one,” he told me. “Your transport’s scheduled to leave the next day.”


“It is, huh?” I looked regretful. “Maybe I’d better miss the dance, then. I hate catching a flight when I’ve been partying the night before.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t recommend doing that.” Lewis looked at me mildly, but there was a barely perceptible warning in his tone. “It’s the Big Event of the year. There’ll be no end of hurt feelings if you don’t attend. Our present administrator (also known as the Incarnation of Kukulkan Himself) is most particular about complete participation by base staff and guests in his little entertainments.”


“Uh-oh. It’s like that, is it?” I shifted in my seat.


“Awful. Cheer up: the food’s good, and most of us manage to bail out by one A.M. Just stay away from the mescal punch. His own recipe, unfortunately.” Lewis shook his head. He leaned forward to look at the screen again. “You’re scheduled to meet with the big, excuse me, with Base Administrator Houbert at half past ten tomorrow morning. Formal brunch in his receiving salon. He’ll brief you on your mission to Alta California and provide you with all the access codes you’ll need. After that your time is largely your own until your transport arrives. Social rituals apart, of course.”


“Okay. What kind of social rituals?” I inquired, casting a longing gaze at the icebox. Lewis took the hint promptly and got up to fetch another round.


“Cocktails every four P.M. precisely. The administrative staff are obliged by tradition to observe cocktail hour at the Palenque Poodle, but as a guest you’re free to swill where you will.” He handed me another cold one. “I can recommend the hotel bar just across the lobby. Great stock of gins, and their wine cellar is really quite decent. Let’s see, what else? Sunday brunch is a must, at any one of the four excellent restaurants available for your dining pleasure, and I must say eggs Benedict combines remarkably well with the breathtaking view from the topmost terrace of a pyramid, but one is expected to sort of circulate from table to table chatting with other diners, and that can become tedious after a while. Personally, I never manage to get all the way across the restaurant without at least one sausage rolling off my plate.”


“Maybe I’ll set a new fashion and eat in my room.” I considered.


“Out of the minibar? Lots of luck. You’ll be interrupted at least three times by well-meaning Mayans wanting to know if you forgot to make a sedan chair reservation.” Lewis sighed and let the screen slide back into its hidden place. He opened a desk drawer and drew out a sheaf of papers.


“Here’s your guest information packet with access codes for the base map.” He slid it across the desk to me. “Green entries are the different departments, red entries are eating establishments, blue entries are recreation and entertainment areas. We have a first-class cinema that’s presently hosting a late-twentieth-century film noir festival, which ought to interest you. You’re a Raymond Chandler fan, according to your file.”


“Dashiell Hammett, too,” I told him.


“You’re in luck, then: tomorrow’s program features all six versions of The Maltese Falcon. Here’s your key card for the gymnasium machines and shower lockers. This is your flyer describing social events for the upcoming month. Your physical measurements have been forwarded to our Wardrobe Department, and a complete set of morning dress, evening wear, sportswear, lounging wear, and personal linen has already been delivered to your dressing room. Your tastes in literature and music as noted in your file have been installed in your suite’s entertainment center. A bottle of Sandeman Analog Oloroso has been added to your liquor cabinet. Have I forgotten anything? I don’t think I have, but God knows I’ll be here if you’ve any further questions.” Lewis drooped back into his chair.


“Long tour of duty?” I asked.


“Seven hundred years,” he replied wearily.










Chapter Five


NEW WORLD ONE WASN’T SUCH a bad place, really. That was what I was thinking to myself as I strolled through the Grand Plaza next morning on my way to the Palace of Kukulkan.


I mean, spacious—? Acres of wide-open gardens and lawns, huge old rubber trees, broad avenues with hardly a soul in sight. Every so often I’d pick up the pounding of steady purposeful feet and duck into an arched portico or behind a big flowering bush to watch as a sedan chair went by with a lot of nodding green plumes and magnificent coppery muscles moving smoothly under it. In it there were always immortals like me, usually riding alone, staring out with set features as they were jogged inexorably to some other sector of this paradise.


I got to Kukulkan’s palace just fine on my own, accessing the data on my base map. It was something to see, all right. A snow-white stucco ziggurat covered with more dragons than Grauman’s Chinese Theater, rising huge out of the middle of a small artificial lake. From the front portico a waterfall cascaded down over green copper steps; visitors presumably had to wade up to the front door with shoes and socks in hand. That was assuming they could get across the moat in the first place. I didn’t see a bridge. But wait, there was a kind of gondola thing moored amid the lily pads at one edge. Somewhere just out of sight, I knew, a tragically dignified Mayan prince awaited my least command to leap into action and ferry me across.


We aren’t really supposed to exploit our paid mortals this way. In fact, the Dr. Zeus offices in the future have a real horror of just this kind of thing going on. We’re the servants, never the masters, and God forbid we should behave in such a way as to even suggest we don’t know our place.


Only problem is, the mortals in the past just adore surrendering themselves to a higher power. It’s embarrassing, sometimes, the way they go on. We pay really well, of course, which may have something to do with it. Anyway, it always makes me uncomfortable to have some poor mortal slob throw himself at my feet and do the O Great White God bit, especially as I’m more sort of a little brown god.


But, hell, how was I supposed to get inside? I took off my tricorne and scratched under my wig, wondering what to do.


“You must be the important guest he’s expecting at his midmorning levee,” said a voice from the general direction of my right knee.


I looked down and saw a tiny black child, five at most, wearing white satin breeches and a scarlet coat. Not a mortal; he was one of our neophytes, so young he was still undergoing brain and skull surgery, to judge from his heavily bandaged head. The mass of white wrappings looked just like a turban. The rest of his costume must have been designed with that effect in mind, to judge from his pointed slippers and the pink cake box he was carrying.


“Tasteful, isn’t it?” he observed sourly, acknowledging my stare. “You’re early.”


“I won’t be if I can’t get up to the front door.” I nodded in the direction of the moat.


“Scared of slipping on the steps?”


“It’s not my idea of a dignified entrance, anyway.”


He gave a snort of impatience. “Come on,” he said, and I followed him around the side and through a dark tunnel of purple flowers trained over an arbor. We emerged at another face of the ziggurat, one with an ordinary-looking door set back in a recess. A small pirogue drifted on a rope at our feet.


“Give me a hand,” he instructed, and as I lifted him up, I realized he really was just a baby, light as chicken feathers, with a baby’s domed brow and wide eyes. He perched on the prow, balancing his cake box, while I found a pole to move us across the moat.


“How come you’re not in school?” I inquired as we drifted along.


“This is school,” he replied disgustedly. “I’m an executive administrative trainee. Houbert’s supposed to be giving me valuable insights into running a base. This morning’s lesson seems to be What to Do If One Runs Out of Marzipan Petits Fours When One Is Expecting an Important Guest for Brunch. I hope you like the damned things.”


“Hey, I’ll eat anything. Sorry he made you run around like this.”


“That’s okay.” He shrugged his little shoulders. “This semester’s almost over. Next semester I’ll be sent to study with Labienus at Mackenzie Base. I’ve heard he’s a real administrator. Then, next year, I’m scheduled to go to the Low Countries and learn field command from Van Drouten. Then I’m going on to Morocco. That’s where I want to work once I graduate. With Suleyman. Do you know him?”


“The North African section head? Yeah. Worked with him under Moulay Idriss. Nice guy.”


“He’s working for Moulay Ismail now, with the Sallee corsairs. He recruited me.” The baby’s eyes were wide for a moment, and for just that moment he looked his age. “We were on a slave ship, and m-my, my mortal mother, died. Suleyman was there in chains too, pretending to be one of us, and he looked after me then. But he had his pirates lying in wait! He had them board the ship and free everybody! He took me away with him and sent me to the Company. I was aptitude-tested and scored extremely high in leadership capabilities. That’s why my augmentation is proceeding at an accelerated rate, you see.”


“I’d wondered. Neophytes aren’t usually sent into the field this early.” We bumped gently into the coping on the other side, and I fished around for the mooring rope. “How old are you, anyway? Four?”


“Three,” he told me proudly, and held up his arms to be lifted out of the boat. “I guess they need good administrators these days. If Houbert is typical of the best they’ve got, they really need me. I won’t work here, though. I’ll be in Africa. With Suleyman.”


“You’ve got it all planned, huh?”


“He’s the best there is in his field,” the kid said proudly. “I’ve been reading his file. Talk about a celebrated record! I want to model my career on his. He gave me my name, you know. Latif, that’s what he called me when he was taking care of me. I don’t remember what I was called before. Anyway, the Company’s really going to need good African operatives soon, with all the history that’s going to happen over there.”


“Well, Latif, I hope you get your chance.” I stepped onto the coping beside him, and we made our way to the door, which turned out to be the entrance to a fairly ordinary elevator. Latif put down his cake box long enough to press the button. I looked at him thoughtfully. Smart, confident kid, despite his size-10 case of hero worship. Probably with a brilliant future ahead of him, too; Suleyman had an eye for good recruits. Why hadn’t any of my recruits ever thought I was a hero? I’d certainly believed the operative who recruited me was God Himself, I’d been so grateful to be saved from those screaming people with stone axes. But Mendoza hadn’t liked me much even before that business with the Englishman, and it wasn’t my fault the guy got himself burned at the stake. You’d think she’d show a little gratitude now and then, considering what I’d saved her from.


On the other hand, how much gratitude had I shown to old Budu, the guy who recruited me? I hadn’t exactly been there like a loyal son when he needed me, had I? So maybe the problem is simply that I’m a slimy little guy, and that’s life.










Chapter Six


WHEN THE ELEVATOR DOORS PARTED, we were greeted by a blast of recorded music—sounded like Mozart—and a wave of heavy incense smoke. And I mean heavy. Blue clouds of it.


“Oh, shit, he’s set fire to the copal again,” muttered Latif. “He’s through there. ‘That’s his morning levee room. I’m just taking this off to the kitchen. See you later.”


I took a moment to adjust my wig, set my hat at the proper angle, and shoot my lace cuffs. As I did, a querulous voice called:


“The stairs. You didn’t come up my stairs. That’s part of the whole experience.”


“Sorry,” I responded, following the voice through the outer room to the door of the audience chamber. I looked in.


It was a very nice room, everything green and white and gold, with snaky Mayan stuff all over the walls. At the far end an enormous philodendron looked ready to eat the two jaguars that lolled half-asleep beside its pot. Slightly nearer, a golden throne encrusted with jade commanded my attention. Or maybe it was a jade throne encrusted with gold. Anyway it was a hell of an impressive piece of furniture. Too bad the guy perched upon it looked like J. Wellington Wimpy.


“Joseph.” He rose slowly to his feet and took a couple of majestic steps down to meet me. “Joseph, at last. This is the one we’ve heard so much about.” He seized my hand in both his own and shook it up and down. “And I am merely Kukulkan the Divine Feathered Serpent, or I may be Director Houbert. I would prefer to be less the god-bureaucrat and more the artist; but one can’t have everything, even here.” Standing up, he had a little more dignity, because he was pretty tall for one of us, and beefy with it too. The white robe and golden sandals put you in mind of classical statuary. I wondered what possessed him to wear that feeble-looking little red mustache and skimpy beard. Oh, of course: he was supposed to be Kukulkan on Earth, the feathered serpent who was believed to appear as a white man with a red beard. Maybe the Mayans found him convincing.


“You really ought to have braved my stairs, you know. There are a whole series of theatrical effects triggered if you tread in the right places. Bursts of flame. Armored automata. Cascades of flowers. I spent decades working out the mechanisms,” he told me.


“Gee, I wish I’d seen. I was helping the kid bring your bakery order up, though.”


“Ah, little Latif.” He smiled fondly. “Isn’t he a charming child? One seldom sees them out in the field so young, but he does have extraordinary potential. Such a shame he can’t stay longer! Off to the harsh new worlds beyond our ancient walls. Everyone’s leaving, it seems.” He sighed and shook his head.


“Are they?”


“Oh, yes. Inevitably. Our revels here are nearly ended, you know; cloud-capped palaces and gorgeous illusions will melt away quite, before the end of the next century. All this splendor abandoned to the spider and the worm.” His eyes grew moist with sorrow.


“Ah, don’t take it too hard. You know the Company isn’t going to leave all this stuff. They’ll have tech crews ripping out the gold and packing up the furniture years before we ditch the place,” I said cheerfully. “You can set up your trick staircase in the next outpost. I hear Canada’s got some great scenery.”


“A frozen wasteland.” He shuddered. “Don’t even speak to me about it. How I envy you your time in California.” His eyes brightened. “Speaking of which, I’ve arranged a little entertainment to make your briefing more interesting. And I’m being remiss! Naughty me. I haven’t even offered you coffee. Shall I make it up to you?”


“Sure,” I said, guardedly, because he had a little secret smile on his face. He looped his big arm through mine and waltzed me across the room, straight toward a bare wall. Just as it seemed we were about to smack into it, the wall swung away as silently and swiftly as if it were a curtain instead of plastered mortar. A neat effect, I had to admit. Too bad I was an immortal with an immortal’s senses, because of course I’d heard the mechanisms and counterweights going off when we crossed a certain section of tiled floor; but it was almost as good without the surprise.


Beyond was his dining room. There was a long banquet table loaded with great-looking food on gold-and-jade service; coffee was steaming, orange juice was freshly squeezed, and peaked napkins were set at three places, one of which was occupied by Latif, who looked bored and impatient. The only problem was, table and chairs appeared to be suspended in midair over a pool, and there were piranhas flitting back and forth in the water.


Director Houbert stepped back to watch my reaction, his little smile spreading below his little mustache. I felt like punching the guy; I really wanted breakfast.


Now, Sam Spade or Philip Marlowe, whose adventures have kept me company on many a lonely outpost over the centuries, would have said something really snappy here to deflate the big balloon. I’ve never yielded to the temptation to emulate my literary pals, though; immortals can’t afford to make enemies. Especially of other immortals. So I tilted my tricorne back and grinned, the picture of foolish admiration.


“Boy, what a conundrum! You designed all this yourself, didn’t you?”


“Surely you can solve my puzzle,” he crowed, his little eyes twinkling. “You who’ve served in such fascinating places and epochs. This should be child’s play for you. I’ve read your file, you know. You’re quite a celebrity. Come now, show some of the mental dexterity that saved you from the Pictish headhunters!”


Jeez, he had read my file. If there’s anything more uncomfortable than meeting a fan, I don’t know what it is. Maybe being eaten alive by piranhas. Latif met my eyes and started to open his mouth. “Don’t you dare tell him!” cried Houbert. Latif shrugged and poured himself a cup of coffee. I could just jump across, but I’d land smack in the middle of the cups and saucers and epergnes et cetera, smasho.


“Well, let’s see.” I scanned the room. The fish were real, all right, and so was the water. I groped in my coat to find something to toss in, and brought out a little ball of wadded-up silver paper. It barely touched the surface before it vanished in a boiling mass of nasty little fish. Okay. No glass panel covering the pool. I scanned again and on impulse switched to infrared this time. Bingo!


No solid sheet of glass, but a kind of transparent ferro-ceramic path to the table, no more than a half meter wide and set just a fraction of a centimeter below the surface of the water. Step off a centimeter to either side and breakfast would be on me, if I were a mortal. Thanks to the highly visible temperature differential between the transparency and the water on infrared, though, I ran no risk of feeding the fish. Boldly I stepped out on the unseen path and marched across it to the table, kicking out of my way a couple of overeager piranhas who jumped at my shoes.


“Oh, well done!” Houbert applauded. “Splendid!” He came bouncing after me, and I could see Latif watching him, wondering whether he’d slip, but Houbert got safely to his chair and rang a tiny golden bell. I tensed for more theatrics: he was only summoning a trio of Mayans, who prostrated themselves on the threshold of the room. “You may serve now,” he told them.


The poor bastards couldn’t see the path like I could, but they must have known it was there, because they came in coolly enough and proceeded to wait on us. Great food, if deliberately weird: the eggs were pink and green and the orange juice was from blood oranges, which Houbert drank with a smirk from a golden sacrificial vessel. The Mayans whisked his napkin open for him and dished out his Franco-Mayan cuisine with reverence and patience, as befitted the Father of Heaven.


“Do you like our regional variant of oeufs crocodiles? These fellows can prepare anything if they’re shown how once. Try the pommes de terre Quetzalcoatl!” Houbert leaned across to push a golden platter in my direction. I lifted my hand, but a Mayan had anticipated me and scooped a big starchy mass onto my plate.


“Swell,” I affirmed. “You know, you’ve got quite an unusual setup here. I can’t remember when I’ve been at a base with such, uh, flair.”


“Well, of course we’ve had a long time to develop everything.” Houbert looked pleased. “I daresay we’ve been the premiere research facility for a good three millennia. That’s what makes it such a pity . . . But we won’t speak of it, no, we absolutely mustn’t. I warn you, I sob like a child when I contemplate the future.”


I looked at Latif, who nodded gravely and rolled his eyes.


“Sorry to hear that.”


“I was hoping—if it isn’t presumptuous—you’ve been to such fabulous places, lived in them, worked in them, passed effortlessly as one of their denizens. How did you bear it? You saw Rome in all her splendor. Byzantium, too. How does one cope with the inevitable death of all that beauty and elegance?” Houbert looked at me beseechingly.


“Well . . .” I bit the end off a croissant and chewed slowly, giving myself time to come up with an answer. “It wasn’t all like that, you know. There was a lot of garbage and disease and starvation, too. Maybe that’s it, you know, sir? You see the bad with the good long enough, and by the time a change comes, you’re ready to welcome it. No more gilded carriages in the streets, but no more crippled beggars either. Sometimes it’s a good idea for weeds to cover a place.”


“I see your point.” Houbert looked disappointed. “But in that case, there’s really no analogy possible, is there? For of course we have no crippled beggars here. No ugliness, no injustice, no hunger. Only perfection. No reason for the hypothetical gods to take their revenge on us.”


I nodded and stuffed the rest of the croissant in my mouth, but I thought privately that I’d seen some perfect pleasure gardens go up in flames too, and sometimes it seemed like a good idea at the time. Not that I’ve ever been the one with the torch, of course. That’s not my job; I’m what Dr. Zeus used to call a Preserver, not an Enforcer. But, then, nowadays nobody even remembers that there ever were Enforcers, except for really old operatives like me.


“I suppose one learns not to care,” mused Houbert, spreading mango jam on a helping of teosinte polenta. “After all, however many palace revolutions one flees, there’s always another palace somewhere. For us, at least. The charm of the new continually soothing away regret for the old. Do you not find it so?”


“Sometimes, yes.”


“And of course we immortals must above all things cultivate our sense of enchantment.” Houbert spooned a massive glob into his mouth, and jam dripped into his beard. One of the Mayans deftly and immediately napkined him. “That’s one of the things, the truly important things I’ve been endeavoring to impart to our little colleague here. Life is ours, eternally; whether a gift or a curse is largely up to our own efforts. Boredom is a dreadful thing to carry through the centuries. One must preserve one’s sense of wonder at life. One must make it a grand continual game, full of rapture, revelry, and surprises.”


He had a point there. You do have to play certain mind games to keep from going nuts. A good sex life helps, too.


“Your problem, sir, if I may speak plainly,” said Latif, “is that you don’t have enough real work to do.”


“Child, child, how can you understand?” My god, tears were actually standing in Houbert’s eyes. “There is endless work to do. But if you don’t find a way to make it delightful, what do you face but ages upon ages of drudgery? We must retain the freshness and capacity for enjoyment of childhood—qualities that, I regret to say, you do not seem to possess in any great quantity.”


Maybe watching his mother die in chains had something to do with it. Latif snorted and tossed a bit of javelina sausage to the piranhas, who made it vanish.


“And you really must learn to appreciate these things, child, or life will be the dullest eternity of bread and water you can imagine. If you can imagine,” Houbert pleaded. “Nobody can face eternity without dreams.”


Actually dreams can be a problem, but I didn’t feel I should butt in at this point, because, except for the raving excess, I agreed with Houbert. It’s just that not everybody has to prance around in a perpetual Disneyland to have a good time, and when you enforce whimsy with an iron hand, nobody enjoys it.


“Well, sir, I’m doing my best to understand you,” Latif told him. “I’m wearing the costume. I play the games. What you don’t seem to get is that I’ve got a purpose here. Purpose can be fun, too. I’ve had plenty of style, but I’d like some substance now, thank you. I want to learn about managing people. I want to learn about command decisions. Okay? I now know how to arrange a diplomatic banquet and brunch for a real live field agent who’s actually been out in reality and done things with it. I know all about providing my subordinates with magic and mystery and fun. It’s the problems I want to learn about.”


“My child, my child, won’t you find out about the problems soon enough?” Houbert raised his hands to heaven. The Mayans misunderstood his gesture and stepped in with hot towels, one for either hand. “But I know what it is. You’re young. And who is so impatient to be perfect as a youthful operative, still in the process of sloughing off his imperfect mortal flesh? Look at you, your augmentations have barely begun, and yet you can’t wait to leave your flawed humanity behind. So eager to be the perfect machine! If you’d only listen, this old machine could warn you that the day will come when you’ll learn to savor that humanity. Playfulness, irrationality, sheer nonsense for nonsense’s sake lend a dimension to life we immortals need, need desperately. How else can we endure the centuries rolling over our heads and the horrors they bring?”


“Baloney,” muttered Latif.


“Well, he can’t really appreciate your point, sir, because there aren’t any horrors here, are there? There aren’t even any problems.” I took on the voice of reason. “This is a five-star vacation resort compared with some other places I’ve been, kid. You’ll get your chance to wade in trouble up to your neck, believe me. Enjoy the hot showers and the flush toilets while you’ve got ‘em, because for the next two hundred years or so they’ll be few and far between. Take your time. God knows you’ve got time.”


“When we stop playing, we die emotionally,” sniffled Houbert, waving away Mayans.


“Oh, I don’t know if I’d agree with that.” I looked at Latif. “But take your fun while you can get it, that’s what I always say. Your friend Suleyman, for example. Boy, the laughs we had in the souk at Fes! He had complete control of the political situation the whole time, dispatching reports and coordinating intelligence, but did he neglect to hang out by the pool in the evening with a couple of cold ones and a good book? Nope. You learn what you like, and you make sure you always have enough of it, so you can work as hard as the Company needs you to.”


“He reads?” Latif asked in an offhand way. “I wonder what he likes to read.”


“Poetry,” I informed him. He looked shocked. “No, seriously. I mean, what would he want with adventure stories? With his life? And philosophy is mostly crap when you live forever. No, he likes great poetry.”


“You see?” Houbert cried. “What is life without poetry?” Latif ignored him, but I could tell he was thinking about it. I looked at the Mayan waiters.


“What do you think, guys?” I inquired. It was their turn to look shocked. After a moment’s hesitation, the one with the most green plumes in his headdress spoke.


“Well—we think the Son of Heaven must, in every respect, agree with the Father of Heaven.”
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