

    
        
          The Time Trap Gambit

        

        
        
          Agent of T.E.R.R.A., Volume 4

        

        
        
          Larry Maddock (Jack Jardine)

        

        
          Published by Digital Parchment Press, 2026.

        

    


Webley, Hannibal Fortune, The Agent of T.E.R.R.A., and the characters featured in the series of novels so named are the creations of and copyright by Jack Owen Jardine 1966, 1967, 1969, and the sole property of his heir and daughter Sabra Jardine.

––––––––
[image: ]


ISBN: 9781615085576

All rights reserved

Copyright © 1969 by Jack Owen Jardine

This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part without written permission.

A Digital Parchment Services publication

AGENT OF T.E.R.R.A. BOOKS BY LARRY MADDOCK (Jack Owen Jardine)

––––––––
[image: ]


The Adventures of Hannibal Fortune, Agent of T.E.R.R.A.

#1 The Flyng Saucer Gambit

#2 The Golden Goddess Gambit

#3 The Emerald Elephant Gambit

#4 The Time Trap Gambit

​CONTENTS

––––––––

ONE: THE LITTLE FIX-IT SHOP IN THE MIDDLE OF THE GALAXY

TWO: HANNIBAL, VEGETABLE OR MINERAL?

THREE: “PRETEND THESE LAST FEW MINUTES DIDN’T EXIST.”

FOUR: “I UNDERSTAND SHE DANCES WELL, TOO.”

FIVE: “YOU WERE EXPECTING GREGOR MALIK?”

SIX: DIGRESSION IS THE BITTER PART OF VALOR

SEVEN: “BUT DARE A PAIR WITH PARANOIA SCARE?”

EIGHT: “IF YOU DON’T DO IT RIGHT YOU’RE DEAD.”

NINE: “YOU PLAN TO DO THIS WITHOUT BREATHING?”

TEN: “FORTUNATELY, THERE SEEMS TO BE A HOLE IN YOUR THEORY.”

ELEVEN: ONLY THE BEST SECRET AGENT IN THE HISTORY OF SECRET AGENTING

TWELVE: THE NIGHTBIRD SCREAMED, AND SCREAMED AGAIN

THIRTEEN: “WOULD IT HELP IF I WROTE ANOTHER POEM?”

FOURTEEN: “WE HAVE LITTLE CHOICE BUT TO GIVE IN TO TEMPTATION.”

FIFTEEN: “PROMISE YOU’LL TURN ME ON LATER?”

SIXTEEN: “YOU HAD NO RIGHT TO DO THAT.”

SEVENTEEN: “NOW, SEBASTIAN, TELL ME WHAT WE CAN DO ABOUT ELEPHANTS.”

EIGHTEEN: “WHATEVER HE’S DOING HE’S DOING IT ON PURPOSE.”

NINETEEN: “THAT OUGHT TO BE ENOUGH FOR ANYBODY.”

AUTHOR’S NOTE:

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ONE: THE LITTLE FIX-IT SHOP IN THE MIDDLE OF THE GALAXY
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The jet black eyes of Pohl Tausig, rotund Operations Chief of the Temporal Entropy Restructure and Repair Agency, peered out from above an equally black forest of beard at his handsome, debonair visitor. “This one seems cut out for you, Fortune,” Tausig rumbled in a voice like a temple gong.

“Earth again?” inquired the Special Agent, easing his lanky frame into a chair opposite Tausig.

“Northern coast of Africa,” Tausig confirmed. “The Resident Team there reports that a war of conquest is going the wrong way. The rightful victors are rapidly becoming the vanquished.”

“That doesn’t sound like something Empire’d take a hand in,” Hannibal Fortune protested. “Who’s involved?”

“Rome and Carthage.”

The agent whistled softly. “I see why you said it seems cut out for me. I’ve always wanted an excuse to meet my namesake.”

“General Hannibal hasn’t come into it yet,” Tausig said. “The report comes from Mark 2775.”

Mentally, Fortune translated the year into Earth-terms, then nodded. More than sixty years had passed since he’d done his thesis on the Punic Wars, and some of the details were hazy.

“Let’s see, it’s still Scipio and Syphax against Hasdrubal, right?”

The bulky, fierce-bearded administrator shook his head. “Wrong. Hasdrubal and Syphax against Scipio.”

The agent frowned. “I can’t have forgotten that much about it, Pohl.”

Tausig smiled dryly. “Your memory is all right. Wi’in will be available for empathy in eight days. You should be ready for departure then.” He closed the folder in front of him and moved it aside. “How does it feel to be back in harness?”

“Great.” Fortune grinned. “I guess that means I passed all the tests they’ve been throwing at me in the ten days since we got back.”

Tausig patted the folder. “It’s all in here. Your recovery seems to be complete. In fact, PsychSec tells me you’ve matured a bit.”

“That’s what a good woman’ll do for you, Pohl. And speaking of Luise, I’d like to recommend considering her for Special Assignment, instead of sending her back to finish out her Residency.”

“I’ll think about it.” He gazed blandly at the agent for a moment, his eyes twinkling with rare amusement. “She must be extraordinary for you to stay interested for a full year. I wonder, however, if your view of her is entirely objective. Still, if you wish, I’ll talk to her.”

“You won’t regret it, Pohl.”

“Meanwhile, get started on this Rome-Carthage thing. I’ve already notified the supporting sections. Your schedule.” Tausig passed him a sheet of paper outlining eight days of pre-assignment preparation. “It should keep you fairly busy.”

Quiet understatement, Fortune mused, was characteristic of T.E.R.R.A.’s Operations Chief.

* * * *
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The huge artificial planet in the exact center of the galaxy represented the most ambitious attempt to preserve the status quo in galactic history. Each of its ten thousand occupants realized that not only their future but their present existence depended upon maintaining the past as it had already happened. And each of the ten thousand others—T.E.R.R.A.’s Resident Agents, scattered along the time-lines of forty-seven Galactic Federation planets—were equally aware that their world could suddenly cease to exist if they failed to spot a single significant deviation from history-as-they-knew-it.

Thus, Vango and his symbiotic partner Arrik, stationed in the ancient city of Carthage on C.F. Planet 38 in the Earth-year 203 B.C., were duty-bound to report Scipio’s failure to conquer the nearby and still more ancient city of Utica in the time history said he’d conquered it.

As the only one of T.E.R.R.A.’s Special Agents whose field of academic concentration was Earth-history, Fortune was familiar with the ruthless, efficient way Publius Cornelius Scipio had forced Utica and Carthage to surrender. He’d forgotten the exact number of troops involved on each side, but he recalled that Scipio’s legionaries and Syphax’ barbarian warriors had hopelessly outnumbered every defense Utica had been able to muster, including the Carthaginian army under General Hasdrubal. It had taken but a few weeks to bring Utica to her knees, annihilating Hasdrubal’s forces in the process, after which Scipio and Syphax had marched on Carthage itself to begin the year-long siege which destroyed Carthaginian domination of the ancient world and assured Rome’s ascendency. Hannibal, busy harassing Rome’s home front, had been unable to return to Carthage in time to save the city.

But now, according to Vango, King Syphax had switched sides, Utica had not fallen, and further delay might see Scipio—and Rome itself—wiped out instead of Carthage. The probable consequences of such, a discrepancy could not be ignored. There were relatively few events along any given time-line, Fortune realized, which were crucial enough to shake the foundations of base-time reality—but the obliteration of a civilization was one of them. History demanded that Rome utterly liquidate Carthage. Anything which threatened to change the outcome of that conflict endangered the security of the Galactic Federation.

Vango and Arrik had been planted in Carthage for the same reason the honeycombed headquarters of T.E.R.R.A. Control had been built in the middle of the galaxy: to thwart the ambitions of a criminal genius named Gregor Malik, who had already become Tyrant of the planet Borius when Rimaud Rudnl and Linz Lipnig had built the galaxy’s first workable time machine in what corresponded to Earth-year 2552. The then-68-year-old Galactic Federation had immediately outlawed it as a threat to the thousands of time-lines which supported base-time reality. Rudnl piqued at having a lid summarily slapped on his life’s work, took the invention to Gregor Malik. Recognizing the device as a way to extend his tyranny over the known universe, Malik was delighted to become Rudnl’s patron. By C.F. year 72 Malik had recruited enough of the galaxy’s top criminal minds to form the plundering organization known as Empire.

In C.F. 74, the Galactic Federation was forced to create T.E.R.R.A. and equip it with the very device it had so abruptly outlawed six years earlier. In the ensuing fifteen years, T.E.R.R.A. had waged a relentless battle to detect and correct Empire’s meddling with the time-lines of the Federation’s forty-seven member planets. And although Malik himself had been removed from the action, apparently his henchmen had kept Empire rolling right along, looting the past and disrupting the history of the C.F. planets.

The twin tasks of (a) finding out how Empire hoped to profit from the Second Punic War, and (b) setting everything straight again, rested squarely on the shoulders of one man, Hannibal Fortune, and his symbiotic partner, Webley.
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TWO: HANNIBAL, VEGETABLE OR MINERAL?
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DAY 76: For a while it seemed as if rest and mild exercise might be all you needed—until a moment ago when you woke up screaming.

All of your sensory inputs are scrambled . . . you hear a sharp prickly odor; your eyes cringe from a grinding, thumping noise; you taste too-bright colors; a sweet-sour pressure pricks your skin and a pungent scratchiness flays your nostrils.

Endure. Even though your senses can’t identify the familiar environs of Time Out you know that’s where you are. You know who you are and you’re fleetingly aware that the alien pressure inside your head is Webley’s attempt to shunt the more violent shocks away from your screaming pain centers. You envy him his ability to effect extensive self-repairs at the moment of injury, and you’re agonizingly aware that Hannibal Fortune isn’t built that way.

Or rebuilt that way.

You try to laugh but what comes out is a candy-striped obscenity fringed with slime-slippery giggles. You feel Webley’s answer as a muted wetness of staccato violins. With a purple shrug you retreat into warm nothing studded with random shards of disaster.

You close your eyes and fall through boiling red mists. Mud-brick roughness chills your naked back and you know you’re chained to a wall alongside a girl you’d like to get to know better but her screams tell you Poplvf and Malik are torturing her again and the Solupsine is in your blood, leisurely nibbling at your nerve cells. . .

* * * *
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The wiry, white-bearded authority on military technique welcomed Fortune with a grin. “I’m told you’re slated to play around with one of my favorite campaigns,” he remarked.

“I should have realized you’d be a Punic War buff, d’Kaamp,” Fortune replied. “Do you know which army you’ll be in?”

“That decision’ll have to wait until I have a chance to survey the existing situation. Better prepare me for both.”

“Both?” countered the instructor. “There are five different armies involved. Scipio’s, which is quite conventionally Roman; Hasdrubals, which is just as conventionally Carthaginian; Hannibal’s, which started out mainly with Carthaginians, Gauls and Numidians, but has picked up a considerable number of Italians in several years of campaigning around Rome; the barbarians under Syphax, drawn from all the tribes in North Africa, including a healthy force of Numidian horse; and to some extent at least, Masinissa’s Numidian horse. You, I recall, are already a competent horseman.”

“I do all right,” Fortune replied modestly.

“Let me warn you: the Numidians ride without any furniture at all—no saddle, bridle, reins or anything.”

“If I have to play that role, d’Kaamp, my partner will be able to control the horse. He did so well on one assignment he earned a reputation as the God of Horses. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble in that respect.”

“Good. Shall we begin by breaking you in as a Roman legionary? You’ll notice two swords on the bench. The first is a standard Roman short sword for use in battle. Next to it is a practice sword, with a blade just twice as heavy as the first. Legionaries spend at least an hour a day working out with the practice weapon to develop an arm that won’t tire easily. Put on your battle garb and I’ll show you how a well-trained legionary handles himself in combat.”

* * * *
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In another part of the synthetic planet, Luise Little eased the gleaming induction hood from her head and sat immobile in the fatigue-proof chair for several minutes, thinking in Chinese. The high-speed teaching apparatus had just transferred to her brain the contents of a cerebrotape which held the entire vocabulary and grammar of the dialect spoken in the central provinces during the early part of the Shang Dynasty on C.F. Planet 38. And that, she thought wonderingly, was four thousand fifty-four years ago. It was a difficult thought to entertain in the Shang dialect, because the Chinese numbering system couldn’t conveniently handle the figure 4054. The cumbersomeness annoyed her, as mathematics was her forte. The simplest technical jobs, in the whole T.E.R.R.A. organization required mathematical competence—even the basic concept of time travel itself, on which the agency was built, was mathematical.

The arbitrary nature of time, she reflected, was never so apparent as when you try to revise your body rhythms to fit a completely alien time scheme. In sixteen Earth-years her body had adjusted to Earth’s curious cycles and even more curious clocks and calendars. She had difficulty remembering her childhood with its roomy hundred and forty-four ork days. Earth-days were only eighty orks from sunup to sunup. And on Time Out, where she’d just spent a year’s sabbatical with Hannibal Fortune, the days were shorter still—a scant sixty-three and a half orks.

Even the C.F. Standard Year they’d spent together, recuperating from the deadly Solupsine injections they’d received during the Special Assignment on which Fortune and Luise had met, was sixteen hours shorter than an Earth-year. But since the days were shorter, too, there were more of them: 454.54 to be precise, or 104.54 more days than she would have counted in the same length of time at T.E.R.R.A. Control.

* * * *
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DAY 152: With more days, more sunsets . . . and more chances to lie here in the sand watching them alongside Hannibal.

You tell him that and he smiles.

“Measured in my time,” he adds, “these days are almost exactly fourteen Rus and forty-eight Arus.”

The expression is meaningless. “How many Arus to the Ru?” you ask.

“Sixty-four. Where I grew up we had thirty-two Rus in each day.”

“And where was that?”

Fortune looks scoldingly at you. “Special Agents never tell anyone their planets of origin.”

“I know,” you reply, adding, “or their real names.”

In shared silence you watch the sunset. After a while you snap off a brittle cheno shoot and use it to scribe figures in the sand.

“What’s that?” he asks.

“I call it my Tracking Down Hannibal Fortune Formula. Observe. We know that a day on this planet equals seven point seven standard C.F. Time Units, right? In terms of my time, that’s the same as sixty-three orks six, or sixty-three and a half orks. But Hannibal Fortune calls it fourteen Rus forty-six Arus, or fourteen point seven two Rus, right?”

“Right,” he agrees, somewhat admiringly.

“We also know,” you continue, warming to your topic, “that your planet’s day is exactly thirty-two Rus long. I was born into a twelve-talo day—that’s one hundred forty-four orks. By cross-multiplying here, canceling these two quantities out—aha, just as I thought. Thirty-two Rus is exactly six orks less than my regular hundred forty-four ork day. Therefore, Hannibal Fortune is a native of C.F. Planet Seventeen.”

Fortune looks from your computations to your face. “Luise, my love, you are fantastic.”

“Just good at math.” You laugh. “I started out as a communications technologist, remember? Transposing from base twelve to base eight isn’t so difficult.”

“No, but matching the inferences is tricky business. Given enough clues, you’d eventually come up with the fact that the gens Wokajeni once called me Drajne.”

“Drajne,” you repeat softly. “May I?”

He grins. “I think we’re safe from Empire ears.”

“And eyes,” you add, moving closer to him under the darkening sky. “My darling Drajne. . .”

* * * *
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She smiled. Yes, it had been a good year together. She’d learned a lot since that day in Mohenjo-daro when she’d called for help and T.E.R.R.A. Control had sent Hannibal Fortune and Webley to her rescue.*(The Emerald Elephant Gambit) She’d considered most Special Agents, and Hannibal Fortune in particular, “Professional Heroes.” But after they’d faced death together and fought their way through a kill-crazed mob of invading barbarians she’d begun to find out what makes men like Hannibal Fortune tick.

It takes a peculiar sort of person, she learned, to be a successful secret agent. The vast majority of them are male. They’re not the easiest men in the world to like, because there are too many human traits they simply can’t afford.

Each agent, she discovered, finds his own way to compensate for his exclusion from the good things ordinary people often take for granted—things which he must deny himself to stay alive in order to protect the ordinary people. Often what he substitutes isn’t pretty; sometimes he must manufacture contempt for values other men cherish, and he’s frequently forced to cling fiercely to his loathing, or risk losing everything.

When the Ordinary Man takes that risk and loses, he’s the only loser.

But men such as Hannibal Fortune are not Ordinary Men. When they lose, the toll in lives can easily exceed the average person’s comprehension.

She learned that on all the planets, in all the cultures and in every century where such men have been called to action, secret agents considered themselves a breed apart, viewing the laws of Ordinary Men with contempt, condescension, and sneering disdain. If an agent were sufficiently colorful, flamboyantly clever and talented at tweaking the collective probosci of the Ruling Minority, the best he could hope for in any age would be the grudging admiration and the distant applause of a few Ordinary Men, but it would be most unusual for any of them to invite him to dinner or introduce him to their sisters, for Ordinary Men are uniformly uneasy in the presence of the Extraordinary Man. Furthermore, most of them could sense the wall of arrogance a secret agent must erect to protect himself from the sort of friendships he knows he can’t afford. Thus, meaningful involvements outside his own envelope of skin become increasingly impossible.

Hannibal Fortune had logged over sixty years as a secret agent, avoiding the traps built into being human, overcoming the biological tendencies characteristic of his species, honing his survival reflexes, and knowingly, rationally and continuously propagandizing himself with the attitudes and beliefs which would keep him in the select group of Special Agents of T.E.R.R.A., those who’d been granted the coveted License to Tamper.

At first all she’d seen was his protective wall of arrogance, which was why she’d labeled him a “Professional Hero.” But in their year together at Time Out, that wall had gradually eroded away, until they’d both genuinely regretted their return to duty status.

* * * *
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The white-bearded instructor smiled tightly in approval and stepped back from his heavily armored student. “Once more,” he directed. “Keep working on my face—thrust! Thrust!”

Grinning, Fortune surged forward and feinted an underthrust designed to decoy the opposing shield away from his enemy’s face. The rhythm of this Roman-style swordplay was like a dance: one, two, three, four and you’re back in position to feint and thrust again. He’d already pulled the heavy blade back and thrown his weight into the three-count when he realized d’Kaamp’s shield was still up and moving higher, while the instructor dodged lightly to Fortune’s right, then stepped in under Fortune’s upraised weapon to force it even higher with his shield. Fortune’s entire right side was exposed, and d’Kaamp’s blade darted at him from below—

Ooops.

He tried to twist away but the momentum of his thrust worked against him. The instructor’s point ticked his ribs.

“You’re dead,” d’Kaamp said curtly.

“I know,” the agent acknowledged ruefully.

“The fighting precision of the Roman army is its greatest strength, but leaves little room for flexibility except at the top. A Roman infantryman can survive almost everything but an unconventional opponent.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“You’ll overcome it,” d’Kaamp corrected, “if you intend to stay alive. The wisest approach is to keep entirely out of battle situations. If you must indulge in swordplay, remember that the Romans are the only ones you can count on to be consistent. The others are a motley lot at best, but among them are some surprisingly talented warriors. Tomorrow we’ll go into the military philosophy of the man you’ll probably have to manipulate.”

“Publius Cornelius Scipio.”

“Skeepeeoh,” the older man replied, nodding. “If you’re going to speak Latin, the least you can do is pronounce it correctly.”

* * * *
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Of all the diverse species working shoulder to thorax in the fourteen separate environments maintained at T.E.R.R.A. Control, none was more whimsically constructed than the one to which Webley and Ronel belonged. Exactly when on the evolutionary calendar their ancestors had learned to think was a mystery not even T.E.R.R.A.’s remarkable temporal transporters could help solve, but that time-shrouded event had led to the most adaptable creature yet uncovered in the galaxy. It was the only life-form which could successfully base its daily activities on wishful thinking. Not content with merely being able to change its shape at will, this curious species (which called itself Torg, meaning, quite naturally, “people”) was completely telepathic. One of the Torg’s close relatives, evolutionarily speaking, possessed neither its extreme plasticity nor its thought-reading abilities, both limitations presumably resulting from its having developed a rather rigid network of nerves while the Torg themselves continued with totally unspecialized cellular evolvement. Their lack of a formal nervous system allowed a degree of self-awareness unparalleled in any other species, and was thought by many C.F. biologists to be essential to the Torg’s shape-changing and telepathic potential. The Torg had long ago developed phenomenal control of and defenses against their own mind-probing talents and had agreed on rules of telepathic conduct to regulate the degree of mental intimacy permitted between individual Torgs. In most cases, a Torg felt more comfortable in a symbiotic relationship with a member of another species, such as Webley enjoyed with Hannibal Fortune and Ronel had with Luise Little, than he would in a friendship with a fellow Torg.

Surprisingly, the two symbiotes had taken a thoroughly uncharacteristic shine to each other during the last desperate hours of Mohenjo-daro, paralleling their human partners’ involvement with each other. What went on between Fortune and Luise at Time Out hadn’t been of particular concern to Webley, for the crusty, sharp-tongued symbiote had learned from experience that questioning Fortune’s intricate mental processes was foolish—the safest way to view Hannibal’s enthusiasm for human females was to find it amusing and to try not to laugh too loudly. Fortune and the girl had earned their year’s sabbatical; since she’d brought her symbiotic partner, Webley’d had enough fun and games of his own to distract him from whatever the two humans were doing.

Now however, with the training schedule underway, Webley began to worry about Fortune’s reactions to his imminent separation from Luise. Yoked in his customary position across the agent’s shoulders, he could feel the turmoil in his partner’s mind as Fortune met Luise for lunch. The symbiote recognized a note of anguish completely foreign to the man he’d shared assignments with for the past sixty years. He decided it warranted watching; if it became much more severe he’d have no choice but to point it out to Pohl Tausig.

“. . .finally had a chance to recommend promoting you to Special Agent,” Fortune was saying.

“I’m still not sure I can handle it,” Luise replied.

“I’m sure. And Pohl will agree with me. He wants to talk with you.”

“When?” Nervously, she fingered a lock of gold-blonde hair.

“Soon, I think. He’ll let you know.”

“You still haven’t told me where you’re going,” she reminded him.

“Carthage, 203 B.C. The Second Punic War.”

“Back when the Roman Empire was young,” she said.

“The Roman Empire didn’t begin to exist until a century later. In 203 Rome was still a Republic,” he told her. “What fascinates me is that I may have a chance to meet the man whose name I borrowed—Hannibal of Carthage.”

Luise smiled. “The one who took the elephants over the Alps. I’ve never met that one, but I still think I prefer the Hannibal who rode an elephant into Mohenjo-daro. When do you leave?”

Fortune’s face became grave. “Eight days,” he said softly. “We don’t have much time left together, do we?”

“All we’ve really got is now,” she responded. “That ought to be enough for anybody.”

“Humans!” Webley snorted.

* * * *
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DAY 95: Of all the hypno-drugs, Solupsine is the deadliest and the trickiest. The rigorous physical conditioning demanded by your job helps insulate you from its full effects. That, and the ingenuity of several other T.E.R.R.A. Agents in getting the antidote to you in time. Another five minutes. . .

You’d been recovering nicely, until now. The pain is more brutal than Gregor Malik’s most sadistic tortures; nerves laid bare by the chemical onslaught, instead of healing properly, have become brittle; overloaded, the delicate ganglia are shorting out, causing you to hear odors and taste colors and experience varieties of pain for which you have no buffering thresholds. T.E.R.R.A.’s physicians have warned you that drugs would be useless so you resolve to live with the agony, fighting to apply the pain-blocking techniques you learned when you first became a secret agent, but even with Webley’s help they no longer work.

You open your eyes and see what smells like 

PING-ga-PING-ga-PING

aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah

ga-PING-ga-PING

sssssssssssh. . .

except it’s the wrong color.
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THREE: “PRETEND THESE LAST FEW MINUTES DIDN’T EXIST.”
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“Once you understand what he believes in,” d’Kaamp stressed, for perhaps the fiftieth time since Fortune had met him, “you can find a way to control him. Scipio, for instance, is not a ‘typical’ Roman. Intellectually he’s in the avant garde—he scorns the old gods and the old traditions, although his social prominence forces him to participate in many of the popular superstitions.”

“I’d better not come to him as a messenger of the gods, then,” Fortune drawled.

“Exactly. Publicly, he claims Jupiter as his divine patron—Jupiter Optimus Maximus.”

“The best and the greatest.”

The white-bearded one nodded sharply. “Everything we know about him reflects a tremendous striving to be the best and the greatest. Because his family, the gens Cornelii, is the aristocracy’s Most Powerful family, he measures himself against a very exacting yardstick. His own beliefs about what he is and what he’s striving for determine his conduct as a man and as a general.”

“You mentioned public superstitions,” Fortune prompted.

“Yes. You’re familiar with the Magna Mater cult?”

“Cybele, the grain goddess?”

“Part of Scipio’s campaign for the Consulship concerns the Magna Mater,” d’Kaamp related. “Hannibal was at the gates of the city, the people were panicky, so the Senate decided to stage a religious pageant to allay their fears. They had the King of Pergamum ship the black stone believed to be the Great Mother of Rome. When it arrived, Scipio and (we are told) a band of virtuous matrons received it with impressive ceremony. I imagine Scipio had a good laugh later, especially when the Senate discovered this new deity had to be served by self-emasculated priests. There’s no doubt he’s a nonbeliever in any sort of superstitious nonsense, but in public he apparently considers it good politics to respect the gods.”

“That makes him no different from most of Earth’s politicians,” Fortune observed with a grin.

“Of course he’s stuck with the Megalesia because of it.”

“Megalesia?”

“Feast of the great goddess,” the other explained. “Because Hannibal didn’t attack Rome after they’d moved the black stone there, the rank and file were convinced the Magna Mater had saved them. To show their gratitude they celebrated the Megalesia every April thereafter. Since Scipio had such a direct hand in it, he has no choice but to observe the holiday.”

Fortune’s eyes twinkled. “It could be awkward if he has to plan a campaign around it. I’ll remember that.”

“I wonder if you’d do me a small favor if the opportunity arises?” d’Kaamp asked unexpectedly. “Scipio is one of the key figures in my private collection of military geniuses—strictly a hobby, although from time to time it proves useful. I’d like a tape of his activities during part of this campaign. I’ll give you a miniaturized recorder if you think you might have a chance. . .

“I’ll do what I can,” Fortune promised.

* * * *
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DAY 190: You’ve been here five months now, getting stronger every day. Drajne’s recovery has lagged a bit behind yours, but that was to be expected since the Solupsine had longer to work on him than it did on you. You’ve felt perfectly fine for almost two months, and you’ve had a lot of time to think. The discovery that you’re in love with this fantastic man who calls himself Hannibal Fortune has come as a mild shock to you. You’ve examined it from every angle and you’re satisfied that that’s just what’s happened. You’ve fallen in love. Once you accepted that fact, Drajne’s behavior toward you began to make a lot more sense.

Yes, girl, you tell yourself wonderingly, two people from cultures which don’t have the “in love with” concept have managed to fall in love with each other! So you spend hours daydreaming about sharing the rest of your life with this magnificent man, and the whole idea is impossible. You’re both agents of T.E.R.R.A.; you don’t have time for such silly customs as love. In fact, you doubt that anyone who hadn’t specifically studied the customs of C.F. Planet 38 would have heard of Being In Love. It’s so much more than merely a physical urge to mate, although you admit that in his presence you experience a distinct biological tingle. You enjoy the man, his strength, his intelligence, the tenderness that tells you he recognizes the uniqueness of you. Here you’d started out resenting him, categorically detesting him because he was a Professional Hero, and you wind up loving him. It doesn’t make sense, but the feeling is so—what is the word you want?—delicious?

Today, for instance, he’s teaching you some of the finer points of temporal navigation, and he’s just sealed himself inside the time-craft to demonstrate the reality of skipping over a section of day. He’ll press the button and the transporter will vanish; exactly fifteen minutes later it will reappear, but Drajne Wokajeni will not exist in the time he was gone as far as the time-line you’re on is concerned.

The time-craft winks out and there’s a sound like a small, sharp explosion; implosion, actually, as the air rushes in to fill the sudden vacuum. With it you feel a twinge of panic that he’ll never be back. You know he’s coming back, he’s already fifteen minutes in the future, climbing out of the capsule, but for this instant he does not exist, anywhere, and you feel his absence. Ridiculous. How will you feel, you wonder, every time he leaves on Special Assignment, where his chances of being killed will be excellent?

Stubbornly, you don’t want to be in love with this man. Or with anyone. You’d much rather just enjoy his company.

Another pop! and you stare at the gleaming time-craft; instead of fifteen minutes barely thirty seconds have elapsed since he left. Now the hatch sighs open and there he is, except that—

There’s a fresh cut under his right eye. He looks as if he’s been rolling in dust. There are black smudges all over his naked body, and ugly bruises.

“Drajne!”

He looks at you with a strange expression, his eyes lancing into you, his mouth grim for the instant it takes him to remember to smile. By the time he’s swung himself down to the ground he’s grinning foolishly.

“Where’ve you been?” you exclaim, seeing the extent of his injuries.

He puts a finger to his lips and whispers, “Classified.” Then he grins more broadly. “I meant to bring you a present, but the natives weren’t as friendly as I thought they’d be. Incidentally, darling, this visit is highly irregular. It might be dangerous for me to know about it later.”

“All right,” you say, puzzled but willing to cooperate, for you know that when Hannibal Fortune says something might be dangerous it’s probably fatal. “I’ll try not to mention it to you.”

Suddenly he puts his arms around you. “I love you,” he says with unexpected ferocity. “I love you as much right now as I did tomorrow.”

You look blankly at him, trying to read behind his eyes, as he continues: “Time is arbitrary. You realize, we really can’t afford each other. We. . .” You can see him groping for words, auditioning ideas, discarding them.

“We what, darling?” you say softly, prompting.

“I love you no matter what you look like,” he whispers, and then he’s kissing you, holding you fiercely, and you see he’s crying. You start to say something but he shakes his hand. “Don’t ask me,” he warns, his voice so low you have to strain to hear him. “We only have a few minutes.”

You snuggle your face into the hard muscles of his neck and make an acquiescent sound. A moment later you realize he’s saying something else.

“You have to pretend that these last few minutes didn’t exist.”

“I promise,” you assure him. Suddenly the things you’d been thinking about a few minutes ago fall into place. “There’s only now, isn’t there?” you say. “For as long as we live, all we’ve really got is now. That ought to be enough for anybody.”

You kiss him and he steps back and somehow you know you can’t follow him. Too quickly he clambers into the time-craft and the hatch swings shut after him. Seconds later it warps into otherwhen, leaving behind the tiny thunderclap. How long has it taken? Ten minutes? Twelve? Precious little time is left for you to wipe the traces of his visit out of your eyes. Your mind churns with the strangeness of it and you force intense concentration to burn each word into your memory. You must never mention it to him, and when he comes back in a minute or two he won’t know about it. You’ll examine it later, but right now you have to keep him from even suspecting that he was here. You imagine it’s something like Earth-humans often did back in the days before they found how to eliminate cancer.

You’re glad Webley and Ronel are busy somewhere else, because this is a burden you prefer to bear alone.

* * * *
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Hannibal Fortune stood in the scan chamber at the entrance to the library. Webley obligingly lumped himself on his partner’s left shoulder, extruded an assortment of feet and jumped down to the floor, where he puddled himself compactly while the scanner satisfied itself that this truly was Hannibal Fortune and not an impostor with Fortune’s ID. The machine flashed its readiness for a voice comparison; the agent recited the required words, “Hannibal. Fortune, Special Agent, Temporal Entropy Restructure and Repair Agency.” A green light glowed approvingly and the heavy door snicked open. Webley leaped back up and again became a yoke of living protoplasm.

Thinking like interstellar criminals came easily to the amphibious natives of Bortan III; T.E.R.R.A. had chosen the three most paranoid of them to design and refine the security system guarding the library’s History Section. Gregor Malik’s passion for plunder had inadvertently distorted past events often enough as it was; if Empire were
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