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Chapter 1

 


Washington, D.C., June 2062

 


“It’s a conspiracy!” Gus McAbee said hotly.
“An ever-lovin’, bleep-freeping conspiracy!”

“You’re overreacting,” his partner said
soothingly. Zane Kirby was good at soothing reassurances. He needed
to be. “You should consider it an honor, really. They always try to
pick the best man for the job, and you can’t deny you’ve
demonstrated a remarkable talent for adapting to new host forms on
our previous assignments.”

“Bilgeblather! I haven’t done anything
you couldn’t do, given the chance. The truth of the matter
is, the Commissioners don’t like me. They’ve never liked me.
I’m too much of a nonconformist to suit their bureaucratic sense of
taste, and this is their way of punishing me.”

“Let’s not get paranoid, now.” Kirby gave him
a comradely pat on the back, but in his private thoughts he had to
admit there was a certain element of truth in what his partner
said.

Gus McAbee was a nonconformist, at
least in the eyes of their superiors at the Federal Bureau of
Temporal Regulation. In contrast to Zane Kirby’s sleek-as-always
appearance, McAbee’s orange tweed zip-suit was rumpled and dowdy,
and his auburn hair, no matter how often combed, always looked as
if he’d just awakened from a restless night’s sleep. And as for the
way he followed procedural guidelines set forth by the Bureau--?
Well....

It was only his astonishingly good record of
success as a trans-temporal agent that kept him on with the FBTR.
That, and the fact that he and Kirby made a heckuva good team.

“A conspiracy,” McAbee was still muttering as
the two agents made their way down the tenth floor hall of the
Bureau’s national headquarters. “They always hit me with the
freak jobs. Just once, I’d like to go on an assignment in my own
skin.”

“Now, now. I’m sure you’re to play a vital
role in this mission.”

“Billydiddle! They haven’t even told us what
the freeping assignment is, yet. All they said was to report for
preparation.”

Kirby sighed inwardly as they reached the two
doors that would separate them momentarily. To the left was his
door, leading to the costume, artifact and old currency section. To
the right was McAbee’s destination, the biological storeroom and
mind-transference chambers.

McAbee gave a slight shudder of anticipation
at the prospect of what awaited him, then drew himself up with a
sense of stoic resolve and displayed his idento-card to the door
scanner. In the last moment before he disappeared inside, he turned
to Kirby with a bit of a sullen pout and said, “It’s probably
because you’re so blasted good looking and I’m not.” And then he
was gone.

Kirby shook his head ruefully and entered his
own door.

* * *

The elevator that traveled up to the
Commissioners’ offices a half hour later bore two rather remarkable
passengers. Zane Kirby stood jauntily attired in faded brown
breeches that barely reached to a pair of floppy boots whose tops
were rolled down. A loose-fitting white shirt covered his upper
torso, and a scarlet bandana was tied stylishly about his head.
Tucked into his wide belt was a flintlock pistol, and hanging at
his side was a cutlass that looked like a museum piece. It was
outlandish dress for modern times, but Kirby, as always, carried it
off like a trouper.

The other passenger was quite another
matter.

Perched on the car’s handrail in a pose of
monumental ill-humor was a large green parrot with yellow markings
and a bright orange beak. Kirby hadn’t seen the bird before, but
there was something about the glaring eyes that was all too
familiar. Without thinking, he smiled to himself.

“Not one word!” said the parrot. “Not even a
syllable! And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll wipe that
ever-lovin’ smile off your face!”

“How about a polysyllable?” Kirby
asked. “Sorry, Gus. It was thoughtless of me.” But he couldn’t
quite stifle a chuckle.

“You think it’s funny, huh?” Gus said hotly.
“How’d you like to go off and leave your body squatting on a
king-sized perch, naked as an ever-lovin’ jaybird, with nothing to
eat but sunflower seeds and apple tidbits?”

“That’s right, I forgot. The parrot’s mind is
in charge of your bod while you’re using his.”

“Some trade,” said Gus. “I just hope the
bird-brain doesn’t try flying.”

The elevator doors whisked open on the
twenty-third floor and Zane Kirby stepped out. Gus McAbee’s newly
acquired parrot form flapped awkwardly out after him and landed on
his shoulder. Coming toward them down the hall was another of the
FBTR’s top agents, the ever-delectable Angela Devane. She glanced
at them and gave a cheery salute.

“Hi, Zane!” she said briskly. “How’s it
going, Gus!”

“See! See!” McAbee’s parrot voice was much
too close to his partner’s ear for that kind of volume. “Even
she knows I’m the one who always gets stuck with these
switcho jobs!”

“Calm down,” Kirby said, and tried to change
the subject. “You know, it’s really an amazing process. I still
don’t see how they manage to fit your human mind into a cranium so
small.”

“Ha!” Angela chortled with a toss of her
golden curls. “I’m sure there’s room to spare!”

“Kick a man when he’s down,” Gus retorted,
but Angela had already disappeared into the elevator.

Kirby still stared wistfully after her,
contemplating the vision she made in her trim fitting yellow
zip-suit. “She’s really something. Wouldn’t you love to be teamed
up with her on an assignment?”

Gus shifted his weight from one clawed foot
to the other. “Fat lot of good it would do me.” Using his beak, he
tugged sharply on his partner’s ear to bring him out of his
fantasy. “Move it, Casanova. The boss is waiting, and the sooner we
get this job done, the sooner I get back to my own ever-lovin’
frame.”

They reached the end of the hall and the
reception robot buzzed them on through to the inner offices of
their immediate superior. As the door whisked open before them, a
tall, bearded stout man of Falstaffian look and epicurean manner
bade them enter.

“Ah, yes! Agents Kirby and McAbee--come in,
come in.” Motioning them in with a wriggle of his pudgy,
ring-covered fingers, Commissioner Hughesford Sheffield waited
until the door closed behind them before saying, “Now then, I
imagine you’re curious to learn what your assignment is this
time.”

“No, don’t tell me,” Gus said from his
partner’s shoulder. “Let me guess. You’re sending us back in time
to infiltrate the cast of an Errol Flynn movie.”

Sheffield raised a disdainful eyebrow. “We’ll
have none of your petty sarcasm, Agent McAbee. I’ll have you know
this is a highly serious mission you’re about to undertake.”

“Then why send me off in feathers--?”

“I’ve explained this all before,” Sheffield
said with polite impatience. “People, especially those in the past,
don’t expect a lesser animal to have human intelligence or
capabilities. Therefore when one of our team operatives is sent out
in such form, he has a special advantage that makes him more
effective. Your record thus far has certainly proven that to be the
case.”

“Doodlepiffle.”

“I beg your pardon--?”

“I said,” Gus intoned meekly, “do go on, if
you will.”

“Yes, of course,” Sheffield said skeptically.
“Now, the problem, as so often before, is a case of illegal
trafficking of merchandise through time. But in this case, there’s
far greater danger of historical alteration than usual.”

“What kind of merchandise,” asked Kirby.

“Some Vietnam era weapons and ammunition that
disappeared from an armory back in the 1970’s. And quite a lot of
them, if our intelligence report is accurate. One of our operatives
in the Educational Interface Division thought he spotted them on
the island of New Providence in the Bahamas of 1717, while he was
escorting a cultural anthropologist on a research trip.”

“Hard to believe,” Kirby said. “Moving that
much mass through the space-time continuum…wouldn’t our scanners
have picked up the criminal’s time machine?”

“Oh, pish and tush. Some of these new
Japanese models barely make a ripple. Besides, our scanners are far
from perfect.”

“Among other things,” Gus said under his
breath, then pretended to preen as Sheffield’s sharp gaze fixed
upon him.

“I guess that could stir up quite a ruckus in
1717,” Kirby said quickly. “What government are the weapons headed
for?”

“None of them, as such.” Sheffield folded his
arms across the broad slope of his upper torso. “As near as we can
determine, the man who took them there plans to sell them to the
pirates inhabiting the region, in exchange for gold doubloons and
other looted valuables which have immensely higher selling prices
in more recent time periods. Naturally, the prospect of having the
pirates of that era outfitted with what are for them highly
advanced weapons poses an enormous threat. If they should organize,
they could easily become a new center of power and radically alter
the course of events there and perhaps throughout the world. Why,
our computers are going crazy trying to calculate the possible
historical permutations!”

“Do you know who the crook is?” Gus
interjected.

“Oh yes indeed,” said Sheffield, reaching
over to his desk to touch a switch. Without turning to look, he
gestured over his shoulder at the Presidential portrait on his
wall. “There he is, gentlemen. Beady-eyed little devil, isn’t
he.”

Zane Kirby studied the picture with surprise.
Gus McAbee said, “I thought you voted for him.”

Sheffield whirled as fast as his bulk would
allow and frowned as he saw the portrait still there. Rapping his
desk switch several times, he muttered, “Drat! Thought we had that
fixed.”

There was a faint click and a buzz, then the
President’s officious smile vanished and the display screen which
doubled as a governmental wall-hanging revealed a new image. It was
a front and side view of a man who might be middle-aged, or might
be younger. One of those faces that was hard to pin down. Kirby
thought to himself that the man didn’t really look quite so
beady-eyed as Sheffield had suggested. He had a round face and a
pleasant smile, and a shock of wispy hair that hung down almost to
his eyes. It was either the kind of face that you trusted
implicitly, or the kind of face that should never be
trusted.

“His name,” said Sheffield a trifle
peevishly, “is Roger Turnbuckle. We managed to identify him with a
cross-check through the interagency intelligence system. No
convictable crimes, yet, but he has had more than a few brushes
with the law. He’s more of an opportunist than a conventional
criminal, but I still must caution you not to take him
lightly.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier,” Gus suggested, “if
we just hopped back to when he was a couple years old and gave the
tyke a. bargain-rate frontal lobotomy?”

“A tempting thought,” Sheffield said with a
sigh. “But you know as well as I the regulations governing the
conduct of trans-temporal agents. Time-tampering is time-tampering,
no matter who does it. Besides, there’s still a chance to undo the
harm in a more direct manner. Figuring on a real-time basis, the
weapons haven’t been there in 1717 long enough to cause any
irreversible changes yet.”

Kirby was fiddling with the rakish tilt of
his bandana. “So you want us to round up the weapons and bring
Turnbuckle back to face charges of time-smuggling?”

“Precisely.” Sheffield handed him a data
folder and hit the switch which opened his office door. “Now brush
up on the period information in there, and report to the
transmission center.”

As Kirby made his way out of the office and
down the hall to the elevator, he thumbed through the data folder
to refresh his memory of the period and location. Everything they
would need to know to get by was briefly and concisely listed. It
was not so much like a history book as a Fodor’s Guide. Then
glancing to his shoulder, Kirby couldn’t help being amused by the
sight of the large green parrot peering down studiously at the
information.

“Well, do you want to prepare any more,”
Kirby asked, about to dissolve into laughter, “or do you just want
to wing it?”

“Crack all the jokes you want, wise guy!” Gus
told him. “Have your fun at my expense. But just you wait and see
what I do to the back of your ever-lovin’ shirt--!”
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