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SEETHING with frustration after standing for over two hours
under the sweaty summer sun of southern France, staring at the
beckoni ng though bl ank canvas, but really aware of nothing but
t he heavy pistol weighing down his pocket -- and his soul -- the
| ean, red-bearded painter noticed the tall, mysterious stranger in
t he di stance bouncing al ong the road on a bicycle across the
beautiful, rolling, green French countryside... It was said the
stranger nade all his purchases with inpossibly pure gold and
flawl ess precious jewels. It was also said that he had nurdered
a young |l ocal man -- sonehow t he scandal involved the affections
of some young and pretty French girl.

The painter was in no mood for an encounter with this
approaching man; the painter was in no nood to encounter ANYONE
ever again at all! He threw down his palette then jabbed his
hand into his pocket, grasping for the |oaded pistol..

CHAPTER 1 - INFINITY G TY

Infinity City is an interesting place and not just because
it happens to be located in a black hole. Though, this of course
does affect the style if not the standard of living of the
natives. Infinity City is wonderfully interesting because
t hroughout its | ong existence its people have al ways maintai ned a
virtual CQult of Adventure due nost probably to the excitenent of
l[iving within the FIRST EVENT HORI ZON of a black hole. Adventure
dom nates the lives of the men of Infinity City. Controlling
these nen, to avoid the trouble their Galactic scal e Adventures
usual | y cause, dominates the lives of Infinity Cty's renarkable
worren.

Infinity City is a romantic place. Death from agi ng has
been elininated through the nmonthly ingestion of the PILL OF
LI FE, an hormonal protein inhibiting the human body's genetic
propensity toward i mmune system degradation. Love can |last an
eternity! Feuds between sone famlies snmolder on and on. And,
wi t hout the natural process of aging, unbearable |ives can |ast
forever. But, seldomdo..

The WELL OF THE WSH, a nysterious brick cistern at the very
heart of Infinity Gty -- |located above the sparkling point of
the bl ack hole's second event horizon -- has been the scene of
many a tragic life's ending.

The WELL OF THE WSH! The final solution for those with
i ntol erabl e situations, unattai nabl e dreans, unbearable
menories... Duels of incredibly macabre nature take place when
proud men fail to conpronise over political power, business
judgrments, and of course, the alluring women of Infinity Cty.

Ah, the wonen of Infinity Cityl They are free fromthe
| ooming threat of death fromold age. Many find thensel ves
bl essed with tineless beauty. But, they are still limted to
fertility's finite period. And, after that? After giving birth
and rearing as many children as are wanted (the now traditiona
occupation of a wonan's first 30-60 years) what follows? The



serene, graceful peace of fenmale political control, for sone.
Busi ness, careers, enjoynent of riches, perhaps even Adventuring
for others. Many others follow children that have grown bored
within the confines of Infinity Gty and have sail ed off

t hroughout the Gal axy to seek fame and fortune; the inhabitants

of Infinity Gty "sail" through the Gal axy aboard faster-than-
[ight GRAVITONI C SAILSH PS; few other human worl ds have the
sophi sti cated knowl edge and intricate technology to allow this.)
Al in all, the popul ation has remai ned stable near one mllion
Wth the Grand Danes firmy in control through intricate networks
of famlial alliances, the forces of power, business, male

advent urousness, and fenale security are all maintained in
equi | i brium

And so, on with the saga of a nysterious man given the
chance to live again in a nysterious world, another tale of
Adventure springing fromthis the nost fascinating city of human
future history: Infinity Cty!

CHAPTER 2 - JOHN ONE

A young man, John One, received a generous offer fromhis
weal thy uncle to sail a small nerchant ship up and out of
Infinity City, taking it back in tine to the latter part of
Earth's second Christian-era mllenniumin search of general itens
of artistic and rare value. John was tall and slim clean-shaven
with short, light brown hair. He had the peaceful | ooks of
someone preoccupied with inward reflections, due to the deep
i nfluence of his days at the Mlitia Acadeny. There, he had
devel oped a strong belief, even a passion, for discipline and
self-control. His warrior training had demanded he | earn to be
constantly relaxed to conserve physi ol ogi cal energy before and
during battle; hand-to-hand or ship-to-ship. H's high
ari stocratic cheekbones and thoughtful |ooking gray eyes were
common in his famly. Al in all, he had the appearance of
someone you coul d have confidence in; soneone you could trust
i medi ately. And, nost people he nmet did!

He had just finished a five year conmission with Infinity
Cty's Mlitia Guard. Wth his training and experience piloting
advanced scouting ships and even a few battle skirm shes with
hostil e sail ships, and with nothing better in mnd, he accepted
the offer fromhis uncle the owner of the little merchant ship,
after a long, good natured negotiation over profit margin.

Hi s uncl e prepared and provisioned the ship for the journey
whil e John One was charged with the responsibility of gathering
the specifics he would need to get by in second mllennia Earth:
Speech translator, automatic pistols, sophisticated first-aid
equi prent, fabric and sew ng equi pnent for making | oca
costumes... And, of course, a large supply of the PILL OF LIFE
anti-aging drug (though he was really not physically old enough
yet to require it). The technology for the production of the
PILL i s unknown anywhere else in the Gal axy, the scientists of
Infinity Gty never successfully manufacturing the PILL outside
of the unique gravitonic radiation within the black hole.
Adventurers normally take a |l arge supply in case they becone



stranded and al so for barter (though a given prescription works
for only one specific person and is worthless to anyone el se
except, perhaps, as a souvenir). Unfortunately, the nolecul ar
structures of the proteins making up the PILL are very conpl ex,
giving the PILL a shelf-life of only about 25 years; if an
Adventurer is stranded even with a large supply he'll only stay
young for 25 years and then begin aging. The PILL cannot survive
cryogeni c storage

A few days before his schedul ed departure his uncle threw
the traditional party for a young man's first grand adventure.
Hundreds of family nenbers attended. Wapped up in his acadenic

studies, even at an early age John One never devel oped close ties
within his famly, even with his brothers and sisters. |In spite
of this, he had always taken his famlial responsibilities
seriously, had a good reputation for being hel pful and was graced
with the favor of the famly's Grand Danme matriarch for always
supporting her position during the inevitable famly squabbles
which in Infinity Gty, with the nunber and ages of the

i ndividuals within a famly, could beconme i nmensely conpli cated
af fairs maki ng or breaking personal fortunes and futures.

So he was surprised at the intimacy with which his brothers
and ot her mal e nenbers woul d coach hi mregarding the delights and
techni ques of seduction of second mllennium Earth women. Any Grand
Dame upon hearing such conversation would steer himaway and
| ecture himon his responsibility to alter as little as possible
the events and objects in the time that he was about to find
hi nmsel f.

At the end of the evening, on one knee with his head bowed,
various G and Danes cerenoniously bestowed upon himribbons and
medal s of faith in his upconmi ng adventure. The family matriarch
Grand Dame Deirdre herself wearing her famly crown and a fornal
gown of sky blue with an inmense ruffled collar presented him
with a thin ribbon with spiraling rai nbow col ored patterns.

After the party had ended, a somewhat stuffy and fornal
affair, John One found hinself excited and restless, so he
decided to take his favorite coup for a last drive around
Infinity City before his grand departure.

Infinity City lay spread across the top side of a disk-
shaped superstructure about 30 niles across and 2 niles thick
It floated like a "big dinme" (the actual nickname within the
venerable Mlitia Guard) in the mddle of the black hole's egg-
shaped first cycle "pocket." Actually, it was not floating --
conpl ex gravitonic engineering kept the world safely at
equilibriumwi th the gravitonic torrents pouring between the
first and second event horizons at the top and bottom of the
bl ack hol e.

The sane gravitonics al so held an atnosphere as thick as
Earth's on Infinity City's life side. (lIts other side underneath
the great di sk was barren, but could be used in the future if
popul ati on pressure ever required expansion.) The atnosphere had
manual |y control |l ed weat her and was natural enough to even all ow,
with the help of an orbiting artificial Sun, open-air



agricultural -- the produce of which was far nore popul ar than
t he i nexpensive though not-quite-natural fruits and vegetabl es
grown in oozing hydroponic vats.

John One had an urge to |leave the central, metropolitan area
and head out to the open agricultural periphery of Infinity Gty
to have a final look at the famly "farnf -- the Larsch
pl antation, largest on Infinity Cty, a sprawing area of
t housands of acres.

He drove away fromthe famly mansion 'O d Runble' al ong
snooth, w de tree-lined boulevards within the aristocratic and
governmental confines of the Canterbury district where he had
grown up. Here and there were the halls of governnent, two or
three story buil dings shaped from cubes of various sizes with
overly rounded corners, each a different shade of flat gray.

Al so could be seen, at the end of fine, stately |andscaped | awns,
were the mansions of Infinity City's greater and | esser
controlling famlies -- sone were not even occupied but it was

tradition for each G and Danme to maintain at | east token
resi dence within the Canterbury district.

Leavi ng Canterbury, he passed beside the mysterious Ad Town
at the very center of Infinity Gty. This section had been
constructed by the Oiginal Builders thensel ves and stil
mai nt ai ned the sanme quaint style of architecture the Original
Bui | ders had brought from ancient Earth. Something about the
area always filled John w th uneasiness. Perhaps the Wl of the
Wsh at the center, the dangerous shaft which led all the way
down through Infinity City toward the tiny second event horizon
at the bottom of the black hole.

John One tapped a conmand at the luxurious little coup's
hand- hel d control unit ordering the onboard conmputer to generate
nore energy fromthe cold nuclear pile which was converted to
angul ar ki netic energy through el ectromagneti c phasing directly
into all four of the independent wheels -- he had pressed the
FASTEST button -- the car snoothly shot forward. The little two-
seater |luxury sport coup was the best noney could buy, featuring
the latest in related technology. Wth magnetic suspension the
wheel s were not physically connected to the car -- with no
vi bration fromwheels, the car seened to float like a nagic
carpet. Using four wheels with i ndependent conputer-controlled
suspensi on, the car was unaffected by Infinity City's sonetines
| ess-than-perfect road system (The Family responsible for the
ext ensi ve road systemthroughout Infinity Cty conplained that
they did not have the resources to handle the endl ess repairs
caused by the incredible variety of ground vehicles so popul ar
all over the Cty. Sky vehicles had been tried fromtine to tine
during Infinity Cty's long history but were always eventual ly
outl awed in response to citizens unconfortable w th hundreds of
vehi cl es wei ghi ng several tons constantly swoopi ng by overhead.

John headed down West Road one of the four main conpass-
poi nt roads that headed straight fromCty center, out past sub-
road turnoffs to the nmany large estate farnms and smaller fanily
farm busi nesses, and out to the periphery road which circled the
perimeter at the edge of Infinity City. Al ong the periphery
road, at the four points of the Infinity City conpass were the



four Mlitia CGuard bases: North Base, East, South, and West.
And at periodic intervals along the periphery road were the
gravitonic control installations that kept Infinity Gty in the
center of the black hole, and rmaintained |local gravity and

at nosphere.

John One turned off West Road at the entrance to the Larsch
plantation with a sign that read "Larsch Farm' enbl azzoned in
gold on a fancy overhead arch. Feeling an urge for solitude he
drove around wi t hout stopping at any of the plantation houses or
agribarns. It was late night and dark and all there was to see
was the tiny guide lights along the edge of the roads, the
striking and beautiful sprawling spot-lighted | andscapi ng around
the many plantation houses, and night time lighting of the
robotic field harvesters slowy spiraling around the circular
farmareas. John One smled renmenbering the many happy tinmes out
here as a boy chasing around with his cousins aboard the farm s
many hoverbi kes. He had a sudden urge to stop and lug one into
the storage trunk of the car and bring it with himto old Earth.
That woul d be fun, he thought excitedly, zipping around on old
Earth on a nodern hoverbi ke, watching the natives stare in
wonder! But then he renmenbered adnoni shnents of his Famly
nmot hers warning himthat travel into the past could be dangerous
to the fabric of the Universe and that it was best to disturb
things as little as possible -- the Universe quickly 'heal ed
fromthe wounds of change caused by travel into the past but

there were theorists who constantly warned of too great an effect
on the past causing an irreparable tear that would affect the
future in sonme dismally cataclysmc way. John's nale relatives
had wi nked at himand grinned, taking himaside to reassure him
that the wonen were over cautious, that the great Adventuring nen
of Infinity Gty had been bouncing back to the past throughout
the long, long history of the City with hardly ever a

cat astrophe. Neverthel ess, John knew there were many G and Danes
that had sworn to eventually outlaw travel into the past. And
when he thought about it, trips to the past were rare indeed,;
there had not been one since he was born. |[If there was so nuch
nmoney to be made -- as his uncle assured him-- why weren't
"back- bounce" trips to the past comon?

John One left the fanmily farm and conti nued headi ng west
toward the edge of Infinity Cty. To dispel the slight anxiety
he now felt over his inmpending trip into the past, he slid open
the car's | arge noonroof, took the car up to full speed, and
enjoyed the roar of the cool, night wind overhead -- the car's
conputer diligently watching ahead with radar eyes for oncomn ng
traffic or obstacles in the road. Just before the gates to the
Mlitia Guard' s West Base, John slowed and turned right onto the
peri phery road that encircled Infinity City. He took the car up
to full speed again and sat watching the far away little lights
fromall the distant farms. You could spend hours at night on
the periphery road slowy circling Infinity Gty watching the
multi-colored jewel -l1ike lights of agribusiness and passing by
the great MIlitia Guard base conpl exes with the broodi ng snouts
of the huge defensive photonic canon rising upwards.

At night the road was popul ar anong the younger set cruising
al ong on the prow for rendezvous with their fantasies, and
romanti c couples already living theirs. John passed other cars



fromtime to time and found hinsel f renenbering the young | adi es
he hi nsel f had brought out to the periphery road for a 'spin.’

John grinned in fond recollection of a certain enbarrassing
incident during his Mlitia Guard Acadeny days when his | echerous
ol der friend Jason had talked himinto comng out for an 'orbit’
or two along the periphery road. He had shown up with two girls
and a large jug of local wine. The girls worked at one of
Jason's favorite |l ounges just outside the space port, and were
i npressed al nost to the point of swooning over one of the
Fam ly's | arger saloon cars John had borrowed for the drive. And
what a night that had been

He continued curving fromnorth to east al ong the periphery
road, the tiny far away lights of Infinity City to his right, and
to his left the blackness of space just off the edge of the Big
Dime. There were stories of adol escents nodifying their cars to
exceed the conmputer controlled established speed limts along the
peri phery road dangerously close to the edge of the great disk.
Sone had | ost control and gone flying off Infinity Cty, out past
its atnmosphere, dying in the vacuum of surroundi ng space, to be
eventual |y sucked down through the second event horizon

As he approached North Base John One thought of the Star
Admiral of all the MIlitia Guard who was headquartered there.
John's strong natural sense of duty took hold of him he turned
to the right, off the periphery road, and onto the North Road
headi ng south back toward the center of Infinity City, back into
the quietly regal Canterbury District, and back home to 'dd
Runbl e.

At the entrance to the Fanily's garage bays he left the car
and turned the car's hand-held command unit -- or 'key' as they

were referred to -- over to the garage bay supervisor who | ooked
i nside the car then grinned over at John One and asked, "No
QUESTS toni ght, Master One?"

John smiled. "No, Halvers," he had a knack for renmenbering
t he nanes of everyone working for the Larsch whom he'd ever net.
"I just wanted to take a last drive around Infinity Gty."

"Yes, sir! W'd all heard you were | eaving on an Adventure
tomorrow. Best of luck to you, young sir. But, don't be calling
it your 'last drive'! That's bad luck, |I hear, begging your
pardon, sir."
"Very well," John called as he began wal king away. "I'lI
call it just ny '"last drive for a while'!"

"Very good, sir!" supervisor Halvers cried merrily as he
tapped the return code for the appropriate garage bay into the
car's command unit and watched as the car slowy rolled off to
put itself away.

CHAPTER 3 - LIFT OFF

On the day of departure, his uncle, reclusive father, and
three generations of grand-fathers, all chauffeured in one of the



fam ly's prestigious antique electric cars, delivered himto his
ship all the way out to the far end of the launch field reserved
for private astrogation -- last mnute sage advice, tips, and
tricks of the trade flowed continually until John One, with a wan
smle, anod and a wave slid fast the main hatch

The ship was small, nodern and shaped like a bullet with its
tip pointing toward Infinity Cty's sky. The sky was currently
the sane shade as Earth's, though the color of the sky of
Infinity City was artificial and controlled by the Infinity City
civil engineers. An amendnent to the Infinity Gty constitution
limted changing the color of the sky to only once a year, and
then only by popular vote. Over the centuries, this yearly event
has grown into the SKY COLOR FESTI VAL in which light-hearted
political "color parties" spring up trying to convince the
popul ace to vote for their color. Naturally, a great deal of
wageri ng goes on over the final outcome. The nobst popul ar colors
t hrough the years have been Earth sky blue, soft |avender and the
br eat ht aki ng chrom um yel | ow.

The ship had its engine roomat the bottom a cargo hold in
the mddl e and John One's conbination living quarters and
piloting roomat the top. The three roons were about the sane
size, though the walls of the pilot room converged toget her
Goi ng about his final checkout of systens and supplies, he felt
an unusual welling of incredible excitenent within hinmself. He
t hought about the riches he was bound to find and how proud his
fam |y woul d be upon the announcenent of his return and
di scoveries in the "INFINITY CITY JOURNAL OF RECENT ADVENTURE. "
For the first tinme he would be conpletely out of touch wth
Infinity Gty and his famly for, perhaps, several years. He
suddenly realized how much he dearly | oved both.

John One strapped into the pilot seat, verified his
aut omat ed departure programw th the on-board computer, gave the
conputer the instruction to activate the launch systens, and when
all astrogation systemtelltal es showed green he signal ed | aunch
field control to request take-off: "Launch control, this is John
One piloting the EXCEPTION -- requesting |aunch synchroni zation."

The conmmuni cation screen lit up with the crest of the famly
that managed Infinity Gty's main launch field. A male voice
replied, "Acknow edged, EXCEPTION. Switch in your conputer for
flight programverify."” Partially covering the displayed crest,
a wi ndow now appeared on the screen with the title: "FLIGAT COM
STATUS" and below this, the flashing yell ow message: " PROGRAM
VERI FI CATION. . . "

John asked | aunch control, "Busy up there right now?"

Launch control answered, "Negative, EXCEPTION. Last |aunch
occurred 2 hours 23 minutes ago. None tentatively schedul ed.”
John realized he nust be speaking to the |aunch control conputer
t he human controller probably too busy with other duties to
bother with a private |launch on a quiet day. John thought to
hinmsel f, it would have been nice to hear one nore human voice
bef ore passing out of radio range beyond the event horizon. He
asked, "How s your wife and kids?"

The [ aunch conputer replied, "I have heard that one before.



The controller suggests | respond with: Fine, hows your voltage
and checksun®"

John chuckl ed. Soon the FLI GHT COM STATUS changed to the
green message "COVWPUTERS LI NKED. AWAITING GO..." and the |l aunch
conput er ordered, "Launch program now running. Launch field al
clear. Raise your sails."

John activated the overhead gravitonic |aunch arns that
woul d support the ship's launch sails between them As the
[ aunch arnms extended above the ship, the whine of the gravitonic
field generator rose and then fell as the couplers received a
maxi mum charge for launch. Once the |aunch arns were extended,
he | oosed the launching sail and |eaned forward until he could
see it through the nose cone view port. And, there it was,
bet ween the |l aunch arns, unfolding, billow ng, and shinmrering in
Infinity City's artificial nuclear sunlight. The port he was
| ooki ng through was at |least a foot thick but perfectly
transparent, though with liquid crystal doping for controlled
transl ucence and opaqueness. It was about one foot w de and went
all the way around the cone to forma ring shaped panoram c Vi ew.

After satisfying hinself that the sail was secured to all of
the arns, John checked the flight board telltales for any
probl ems and seeing none he reported, "Launch control, this is
EXCEPTI ON. Ready for automated take off."

"Acknow edged. Initiating take off now." And, with that,
t he conmuni cati on screen changed to the message " COMPUTERS
LI NKED. LAUNCH GO..."

Aut omat ed commands began to scroll across his on-board
conputer's screen. The ship creaked and groaned as the sai
coupl ers sent a high energy burst of special sub-atomc
particl e/waves of just the right characteristic to make the sails
react to gravitons. The gravitonic field generator rose to a
screamin response to the demand on it to overcone Infinity
City's local "storni of gravitonic forces designed to sinulate
Earth's gravity, contain a | ocal atnosphere, and al so provide
enough neteorol ogi cal chaos to generate weather for agriculture.

John gripped the levers for manual gyro-override and as he
wat ched the conmands flying across his on-board computer screen
the ship lurched upward, rising in a straight line. Looking out,
he eye-balled the |aunch sails billowing with the peculiar
saddl e- shaped | aunch configuration. Looking down, he saw the

launch field drop away; saw other nerchant ships, nostly tear-
drop and bull et shapes of various sizes; and several Infinity
City crab-like nen-of-war down for provisioning or refitting.

Soon, all Infinity City could be seen spreadi ng out away
fromthe launch field. He could see the tall buildings of the
nearby nmetropolitan sector, the quaint and col orful dwellings of
the "oldtown" at the city core, and the grid-like structure of
hi ghways | eading out toward the geonetric patterns of agriculture
with green, yellow, and russet crops, and the distant, spreading
estates of the large Famlies.

On the other side of the launch field the black barrier of



space at the edge of the blue atnosphere could be seen curving
around the horizon, nerging with the blue artificial skies and
fluffy clouds.

John | ooked down at his excellent view of the different
zones making up the imediate City. He could see nunicipal zones
with m xed single and fam |y apartnments and shops, one, two, or
three storys high; the nearby prestigious Canterbury zone with
mansi ons and gardened grounds of sone of the nost powerfu
fam lies; and the industrial zone of warehouses and aut onated
manuf acturing plants. The closest thing to Utopia that anyone
knew of , John thought to hinself.

He neared the boundary of Infinity City's controlled
gravitonic field and coul d see one of the huge suspension
generators that held up the egg-shaped envel ope of protective
force, keeping at bay the mmel strom of gravitonic forces coursing
bet ween the bl ack hole's first and second event horizons, keeping
Infinity City forever floating right in the niddl e of the first
cycle of the black hole's infinite singularity wave.

He qui ckly began the procedure to extend the ship's nainsai
rigging. Manipulating controls, he sent the various nai nsai
yards extending out in a crown pattern about the bow of the ship.
He energi zed the piezoelectric plates in the nol ecul ar
| am nations of the sail yards causing themall to bend inward
until they all touched. Then, he ran up the nmainsail field punp
setting its efficiency phase at 10% and backed off on the sai
yard piezopower unfurling the shinmering nmainsail between all the
sail yards until a beautiful, gossamer crown-shaped nai nsail was
spread before the ship.

Evenly, he switched the gravitonic generator's power over to
the mainsail. He then reefed the |launch sail back in and
retracted its sail arns. The gravitonic generator was W ni ng
loudly now as it filled the mainsail to its maxi numthi ckness of
slightly less than a single mllineter

John checked all systems for readiness. He was about to
| eave the black hole for some point in Earth's second Christian
mllennium He took a deep breath. Then reported to | aunch
control, "This is the EXCEPTION. Ready for arc and vector." *1.
(See footnotes at end of chronicle.)

"This is launch control. Acknow edged EXCEPTI QN, your
request for arc and vector. Checking for previous conflicting
use of vector... None. Checking for traffic due... None.
Conputers performng final vector programverification..

Conpl eted. Awaiting your go, EXCEPTION. "

And, John One said, "CGo!". Wth that, he twi sted the
m croel ectroni c phase of the mainsail to maxi num efficiency and
felt the familiar vertigo as the mainsail bit into the storm of

gravitons between the two event horizons and propelled the ship
into an arc, positioning it for the vector out through the first
event horizon point that would correspond with Earth's second
mllennium Mnual gui dance through the black hole's gravitonic
stormto an accurate vector was inpossible by manual steering.



John began hearing sharp whines fromthe gyro as the
conput er made automatic directional conpensations for the
vagaries of the gravitonic storm The static gravitonic field
left over fromlInfinity City was beginning to wear off slightly.
He felt lighter and checking the readout found it had dropped to
85% of 1G  But, there would be enough remaining until he was
wel | out of the black hole where he could spill some of the
mai nsail s gravitonic effects over the ship, giving it artificial
gravity. He preferred zero-G but it would be unhealthy for so
long a trip and he nmust be prepared for Earth's strong gravity.

John switched the on-board conmputer's display over to an
overview of his course. It showed a white curved I|ine,
tangentially intersecting a short, straight line with a red dot
at the end, the first event horizon exit point. H's ship was a
green dot noving along the curved line toward the straight |ine.
He was used to the rugged militia ships and felt slightly nervous
about the delicateness of this nerchant ship. But, this was a
conpl etely nodern vessel, a nodel with a particularly excellent
reliability record. The sail yards were even equi pped with
nmol ecul ar pi ezo-1 am nants over-control to reduce the turbul ence
of that final, wenching transitional swap of the tine-space of
the black hole into the space-tinme of the universe.

The little ship straightened out of its arc and was now
traveling al ong the vector, the angle of which, to the nornal
line between the two event horizons, would determne the tinme he
woul d arrive at outside the black, though accurate only to plus
or mnus about 500 years.

The red disk of the first event horizon grew brighter in
intensity through the view port. John One could now see the
strange bl ack lines that neandered out fromthe center of the red
di sk. Gravitonic turbul ence and eddi es of "uncertainty" -- due
to matter being crushed into a different kind of existence --
requi red periodic adjustnents to the ship's controls. The |aunch
control comm screen now showed a comuni cation integrity
percent age that was decreasing. At 50% the screen changed to
the flashi ng nessage:

EXCEPTI ON ON COURSE.

USE RETURN PASSWORD: 113322
| MPENDI NG LOSS OF S| GNAL.

LI NK TERM NATED. GOOD LUCK!

Soon the red di sk of the event horizon grew so intense that
the view port automatically began to opaque. At one second to
transition, John gripped the arnms of his pilot seat, closed his
eyes, clenched his teeth, and held his breath. Transition struck
with the i mediacy of a hamer striking an anvil. He felt
hi nsel f spread apart, but held on ignoring the feeling unti
suddenly it vani shed. He opened his eyes, checked the ship's
systens, and had the conputer's screen report a sinulated rear
view fromthe ship. The angry spiraling vortex of the black hole
was rapidly receding behind.

John now had the on-board conputer begin scanning for
fam liar |andmark stars and patterns of stars. It only took the
conputer a few nonments to anal yze and report the vector
coordi nates of Earth and that the tine was roughly the thirteenth



century. (The randommess of the intervening gravitonic currents
of space made back-dating planetary positions inexact.) John One
smled in satisfaction. H's ship had survived the transition

wi t hout damage and he would arrive at a time that was early
enough to sneak down to the surface of Earth undetected, but late
enough to have plenty of riches to choose from

He spilt some of the nmainsail fielding to provide artificial
gravity then settled down for the long trip to Earth.
Dependi ng on the slowy ever-changing gravitonic currents, a trip
to Earth would take two or three nonths. He was about 20 degrees
of f course for Earth, but he would remain that way for a day or
so until he was sure that no unfriendly force was foll ow ng.
This was an Infinity City regulation to prevent any aliens that
m ght be lurking around in a past era fromfollowing an Infinity
City sailship to the home pl anet.

H s great adventure had begun

CHAPTER 4 - THE TRIP TO EARTH

The trip proceeded. John One spent nuch of his tine
studyi ng maps of Earth, the peoples of the various places and
eras wthin the second millennia, historical information
regardi ng ancient works of art, and the geographical |ocations
that would yield the greatest values for his uncle and hinsel f.

Periodically, the gravitonic currents, along which his ship
was sailing, would begin to veer away fromEarth. When this
occurred he would have to watch for gravitonic eddi es which
i ndi cated a nearby, usually turbulent, intersection to a current
branching off in a new direction. He would maneuver the ship
over to the current if its course was nore direct to Earth than
the one he was in. Certain intersections were so turbulent, he
woul d miss them conpletely, and have to raise all sail, and tack
back and forth, back up the gravitonic current and try to make
t he other current again.

Al so, he used the on-board conmputer to coach himin
pronunci ation of all the |anguage all ophones he woul d possibly
encounter. He would not need to really learn any of the mgjor
| anguages since the on-board conputer had the capability to
speak, understand, read, and wite all the known | anguages of
Earth. This was a standard program for any nerchant ship dealing
with Earth or any renote human colony. He would wear a renote
device inside each ear, like a hearing aid, that would be |inked
to his ship's computer. In the event of |ost comunication, each
renote device had enough conputer processing power to carry out
the translation of a single | anguage and performa limted set of
utilities. The renote devices al so contained specialized sensors
to informthe wearer of |ocation, heading, altitude, and changes
in the weather. They al so were equi pped with visual scanners
with infra-red capability for night vision. The wearer had to
turn his head sideways for the renote devices to "see" forward.

To John's surprise, he discovered a small weapons | ocker
contai ning a hand hel d expl osive projectile weapon, or 'handgun’
as they were still called; an extrenely destructive weapon



outlawed -- as were all hand weapons -- on Infinity Gty. John
marvel l ed at his uncle's disregard for Grand Dame | aw, but
under st ood the need Adventurers had for such weapons on the many
| awl ess worl ds about the Gal axy.

Toward the end of the second month of the trip, the ship was
cl ose enough to Earth so that it could proceed on a direct course

to Earth's solar system John set all sails, brought the
sai |l ship around and pulled out of the strong gravitonic current

it had been follow ng -- progress slowed considerably as a
result. John, in his growi ng excitenent and inpatience, took the
hel m for | onger and | onger periods each day, using his superior
human intuitive abilities to pilot the ship; seeking and
exploiting the nysterious transient gravitonic fields found

bet ween the great, never ending main currents. John was reni nded
of the soaring birds of Earth he had read about that woul d seek
thermal after thermal in their efforts to attain higher altitude.

Finally, Earth's Sun could be seen. The hone star of the
hone planet. A shiver of excitenent ran through John as he
realized he would be visiting the original planet of human
evolution. Some of the people he would neet could even be renote
ancest ors!

Day by day, as the Sun grew in brightness, John scanned the
sol ar systemfor planets. Scanning a circular area around the
Sun took several hours. Finally, two snall dots appeared on the
scan printout on either side of the Sun and were | abel ed JUPI TER
and SATURN, automatically by the computer. Now he was able to
calcul ate the angle of the solar plane. This allowed himto
limt the scan area to an ellipse, reducing the tinme required to
scan consi derably.

The foll owi ng day URANUS and NEPTUNE appeared. A few days
|ater MARS. And then the next day, EARTH The Sun's gravitonic
field was growing in strength. Setting the ship on a broad,
tacki ng course, he rapidly bore down on Earth. Three days |ater
Earth was | oomi ng blue and bright before him

John One was struck by the majesty of the "home planet.”
Chills ran up and down his spine as he beheld -- through the nose
cone view port -- the wondrous planet he had studi ed and heard so
much about all his life. Al the citizens of Infinity Cty
dreaned of visiting Earth. An adventurous trip to Earth was
al ways the nost prestigious acconplishnment of a Adventurer's
career.

Sailing at a significant fraction of the speed of |ight,
John One had not been gazing at the Earth for |ong when the
conput er issued a request for authorization to begin the
aut omati ¢ braki ng maneuver that John One had setup earlier. He
typed it in. The conputer automatically reefed in the sails and
John heard the whine of the gyros rise up to maxi mum-- the ship
slowy rotated about. The sails were then unfurled again.

He coul d have piloted manually but the gravitonic fields
about the Earth and its sun were mild and w thout turbul ence so
there was little chance of any trouble. He could easily perform
manual override at any time. Also, he did not want to take his



eyes off the beautiful shining blue planet. How extremely bright
its colors were against the absolute black of surroundi ng space!

The continents were nysterious | ooking; veiled here and there by
bright white cloud patterns.

The ship slid snmoothly into a polar orbit fromwhich he
woul d be able to scan the surface for an optimal |anding site.
The ice caps rem nded himof tight fitting anci ent Arabian hats.

He reefed in all the sails and ran the sail arns back in.
Hs artificial gravity began to dwindle so he initiated the
procedure to prevent this. Using the gyros to swing the ship
around he ained it directly at the Earth. Next, he instructed
the conputer to keep the gyros slowy turning in such a way to

keep the ship pointing at Earth's center. Then he let out the
smal | | aunching sail, setting its phase to artificially generate
equi valent Earth gravity within the ship.

But first, he had the conputer scan the coordinates of
several known stars, conparing these with their |ocations and
velocities stored on file to determine his arrival time in |oca
units. The computer reported the Gregorian date 1887 plus or
m nus four years. Looking through his famlies' secret |ist
(given himby his uncle) of time versus val uabl e conmodities
whi ch had been jeal ously accumul ated by and handed down t hrough
many generations of Adventurers, John decided to begin his
acquisition with late nineteenth century European art treasures.
He had decided on paintings. Since they were flat, requiring
| ess storage room he could bring back nore val ue in paintings
than other artifacts.

Using the conputer, he determined that he would not be above
Europe until the night. He spent nost of the rest of the day
preparing a local costume. The travel kit he would carry on the
surface he had prepared over a nonth ago -- he went through this
agai n anyway.

He felt excited about the adventure ahead, and al so fearfu
of the risk he would be taking entering a prinitive human
society. ..

CHAPTER 5 - DESCENT TO EARTH

He prepared his ship for the descent to Earth. Sails were
set and the orbit slowy braked back using the launch sail unti
he hovered above late nineteenth century France. He decided to
begin his collection of rare art with works of famous early
French inpressionists or whatever el se of value he could find.

Wth launch sail reefed and | anding sail carefully set he
began the descent. The power of Earth's trade winds vied with
the power of Earth's gravitational field, singing through the
rigging of his gravitonic sails. Descending aft first, he could
no | onger see Earth fromthe nose cone view port. He would use
t he conputer view screen to find his way down. Though it was
nighttime the conputer would anplify inmages until they were as
bri ght as day.



The cl ouds parted and he saw | and, an adjacent |arge body of
deep blue water, and a conpl ex coastline between the two.

He typed a quick conmand to the conmputer and nanmes appeared
superinposed over the land and the water, different colors
representing bodies of water and rivers, |and areas, and the
names of towns. The land was | abel ed FRANCE;, the water
MEDI TERRANEAN.

The i mage nmoved cl oser and closer. Soon, nore names
appeared. The closest part of the sea to the |land area he was
now above was | abel ed GULF OF LIONS. A river appeared which was
| abel ed RHONE

There were no clouds bel ow hi m now and few above. Below, he
began to make out green forests and the artificial boundaries and
various colors of agricultural areas. Manipulating the view ng
angl e he searched for somewhere safe and hidden to |l and finding
an outcropping of boulders at the top of a low hill. They forned
a conveni ent crown which would easily hide his ship.

Soon, the outcropping | oomed below. A clearing toward the
center appeared and he slowy, gently took the ship down the
final distance and | anded with a gentle thud.

He has arrived! H's heart is pounding and everythi ng seens
to be in slow notion as the wonder of what awaits himlifts his
spirit to heights he has never experienced.

On Earth! John leaps fromthe pilot seat with a surge of
yout hful excitenment and heads down to the main hatch. It is
ni ght and he does not care about changing into |ocal garnents.
H's gray coverall covers himfromneck to wists, to included
shoes. Enough. He wants Earth! To walk on the Oiginal Planet!
The npst prestigious adventure imagi nable. The background of his
culture raises an alnost religious fervor in his soul

He reaches for the main hatch controls on the adjacent
bul khead and pauses. The military trained part of his brain
automatically runs through possible dangers. There are no
di seases at this tinme in Earth history in France that his ship's
nmedi cal supplies cannot handle. However, he opens a supply
| ocker, unclips the explosive projectile hand weapon he had
di scovered during the journey over, and prudently fastens it to
his belt.

He then activates the automatic hatch cycle. The inner door
slides to the side and he enters the tight way between the inner
and outer door. \When he is clear, the inner door automatically
closes. There is a pause as the hatch system equalizes pressure
with the outside. He forcibly unclenches his jaw He finds his
mouth has dried out. H's palns are danp. He hears the outer
| ock begin its release cycle. H s heart is now thudding Iike a
drumwithin him He realizes that this is the biggest step in
his life so far. He pictures hinself telling the story to his
grandchil dren, great-grandchildren... Tinme has turned into sl ow
noti on.



The outer hatch notors begin to whir and the thick outer
hatch begins sliding away. A monent |ater a gap pops into being.
A growi ng, black vertical line into the local night. John's
trained instincts take over and he crouches slightly, his eyes
wi deni ng, prepared for the unknown.

As the hatch slides all the way open, he feels a cool breeze
carrying scents fromthe nmeadows and | ocal agriculture
surroundi ng his rocky hideaway. John steps out and down to the
sandy ground of the clearing around the ship. Earth! An amazing
feeling of safety and tranquillity sweeps over him This is
hone! And, he knows there will be no historic danger in this
region for many years. The air, the tenperature, the gravity,
everything he senses seens perfectly natural, delightful, nornal.

There is no noon. The night sky is only partly cloudy and
the stars he can see shine with a clean brilliance -- there is
not enough light for himto safely maneuver through the rocks to
| eave the outcropping and explore. He could get his conputer-
ears and have them guide him but he decides to wait unti
nmorning. He returns to the ship..

* * *

Too excited to get to sleep, John decided to put together a
costume to wear outside during his explorations. First, he
requested any information regarding clothing around 1887 A D. in

France fromthe on-board conputer. Before leaving Infinity City,
he had down-1oaded fromthe Infinity Gty Library as nmuch

i nformation as his ship's nmenory could hold regarding his target
time on Earth. The conputer spent only a few nmoments searching

t hen began displaying digitally stored copies of photographs from
| ate nineteenth century France.

The phot ographs were in poor shape, perhaps having been
handed down through Infinity Gty famlies for many centuries.
However, John One discovered an effective i mage enhancer in the
ship's software library which turned the poor black & white
i mges into sharp, colorful three dinmensional representations, as
realistic as if he were looking into a hand-held wi ndow into the
past .

Next, John brought out a sophisticated sewi ng machi ne,
supplied by his uncle, and a bolt of the generic synthetic cloth
specially designed for it. He placed both on the deck of the
pilot room The sewing nachine was a gray, rectangular plastic
box about three feet wi de, one foot high and about half a foot
deep. He activated the sewing nachine by pressing its only
button located on the top near the carrying handle. Its little
di splay screen on the other side of the handl e showed the nunber
of the wireless comunication channel and device identification
code that the sewing machine is "listening to" in bright,
bl i nki ng green nunbers. John went to the ship's conputer
term nal and typed in the channel nunber and identification code
of the sewing machine. He then instructed the conmputer to
downl oad to the sewi ng nachi ne the di nensions, color and texture
of the clothing in the photographs.



It takes over a minute for the two nachines to work out a
mut ual | y under st andabl e conmmuni cation format. When when they
eventual ly do, all the information regarding the clothing is
successfully copied to the sewi ng nachi ne.

He then pulled up the spindle for the cloth and nounted the
bolt of cloth on the spindle. Next, he pulled open the plastic
front panel of the sewi ng machine revealing a long slot toward
the top of the front side for the raw material cloth and anot her
slightly wider slot for ejecting the finished product. John
inserted the synthetic cloth into the hopper slot.

Next, John | ooks the sew ng machine over for a control pane
but finds none. He puts his hands on his hips as he | eans over
the sewi ng machine frowning at it. He doesn't know how to start
it. There is no control panel, he has never used one before, and
it did not cone with an instruction watch. *2. He presses the
activation button again but the display screen just displays
" ALREADY ACTI VATED. "

John asks, "Ship computer, how do | nake this sew ng machi ne
manuf act ure sonet hi ng?"

The conputer replies in a flat voice, "Unknown."

John feels slightly guilty at having left on his voyage
wi t hout checking out this piece of equiprment. He had been
excited about this, his first Adventure. Though, to those who
knew hi m back at Infinity Gty, he seened as cal mand cool as
ever.

He once agai n spoke, "Conputer, ask the sew ng machi ne over
its comm channel how to start it."

A few nonents later the ship's conputer reports,
" Comuni cat i on acknow edged by the sewi ng nachi ne, but no data

reply.”
"Computer, ask it for instructions.”

Anot her few nmonents, "Comuni cation acknow edged, but no
data reply."

"How do | start you?!" John asks the stubborn sew ng
machi ne, as he |l ooks it over once again.

He sits back and calmy strokes his chin while staring at
the silent gray box on the deck. He has never |et uncooperative
behavi or by computers anger him He needs a | ocal costune that
will "fit in" here and that means he has to get this machine
wor Ki ng.

Suddenly, he yells, "Conputer! Oder this damm sew ng
machi ne to start making the cl othes!"

"Acknow edged, " the conmputer says.

The sewi ng machine whirs into life and begins feeding in the
bolt of synthetic cloth. The bolt stops feeding then starts



again, then stops, then starts. This process continues
acconpani ed by all sorts of interesting sounds fromthe inside of
the sewi ng machine. John begins to snell a slight nelted plastic
odor .

The sound of a little bell goes off and out of the bottom
slot for finished products slides a floppy, brown hat, just |ike
in the photograph. The nmachine whirs back into life, rolling in
nore raw material synthetic cloth.

John wat ches with satisfaction as the machi ne produces one
by one: coat, trousers, socks, underclothes, a thin necktie, a
neckerchief, a belt, and boots. BOOIS! The boots are rather
floppy and nore cloth-like than | eather-1ike, but John discovers
they are big enough to fit over his regular foot-gear. Sone of
the clothes are the sane color. Sone different. But, al
surprisingly match.

Amazingly, all the clothing fits just fine. Upon quizzing
his ship's conputer he learned that it had initially sent the
sewi ng machine only relative di nensions of the clothing in the
pi cture, not knowi ng the exact dinmensions of the pictured
clothing. The sew ng machi ne had then asked the ship's conputer
for the dimensions of the person who woul d be wearing the
clothing. The ship's computer had fortunately predicted that the
person woul d be John.

It had gotten quite late. John yawned, feeling very sl eepy.
He would venture forth in the norning. He donned ni ght clothes,
happily clinbed into his bunk, and drifted into an exciting dream
about returning to Infinity Gty to the adoration of his famly
with an incredible treasure he had brought back from France. .

CHAPTER 6 - EARTH

In the norning, the ship glints in the new sunlight. The
outer hatch slides slowy open and a young man emerges, dressed
in ordinary (for the area and era) country clothes and a cap
However, if anyone | ooked closely they would see a small, strange

object inserted inside each ear. These are his COVPUTER- EARS

M ni aturized, portable conputers that |et himunderstand and be
understood by the |ocal French and also | et himnmaintain contact
with his ship.

Hi s pockets contain pieces of gold, silver, and small
quantities of synthesized precious (for the time period) gens.
In a secret belt around his waist: energency nedi cal supplies and
food rations. In his pocket: the deadly explosive projectile
hand weapon.

Alittle smle plays across his lips as he junps to the
ground and jauntily sets off across the clearing. He picks his
way carefully through the rocks and finds hinmself in a grassy
wild nmeadow with small red and yellow wi |l dfl owers waving in the
vi gorous morning breeze. The light scent of flowers, the AROVA
of Earth, alnobst intoxicates him



A dirt road, alnost a trail, can be seen a short way off.
In the direction in which the road | eads he sees the geonetric
shapes of agricultural divisions as well as some strange |ong,
| ow object in the indeterm nate di stance, perhaps part of a
village. John One decides to follow the road.

Just as he sets out through the gently waving grasses, he
| ooks back and sees the sun reflecting off the silvery nose of
his ship, conspicuously sticking up from anongst the surroundi ng
rocks.

Ner vousl y, he | ooks around expecting to see a crowd of
pitchfork wielding villagers descending on him But, there is
not hi ng but the surrounding, rolling countrysi de underneath a
brilliant, clear blue sky and a few noving clouds. He hastens
back to his ship to take care of the problem

Back at the base of the ship, John whispers to his conputer-
ears the command to open the ship's main hatch. It slides open
he junps in, smacks the "CLOSE" button, and | eaps up the spira
stairway, two steps at atime. Once up in the pilot room he
pull's down on a handle in the ceiling and a |arge section of it
tilts down to the floor revealing the inner cone full of the sai
control el ectro-mechanical systems. The back of the tilted
"ceiling" has |adder rungs allowing himto clinmb up into the
i nner nose cone. Once there, he unscrews the restraining cone
"dogs" and deactivates the magnetic air seals. He then flips
open a small covered button |located on a thick, power hinge and
presses the button. This causes the energency nose hatch to
slowy sw ng open.

John cautiously peeks over the edge and begins turning
conpletely around. He sees nothing nmore than the surroundi ng
countrysi de, the rough road tangent to the small rocky
out croppi ng and the strange object on the far horizon. It is a
wal I surrounding a |large town! But, there is no sign of anyone
near by.

John then ducks back inside, backs down the rungs of the
"ceiling" | adder and goes one |level down the ship's spira
stairway to the storage hold between the pilot roomand the | ower
engi ne room Fromdeep within a storage bin of various
provisions for this voyage he pulls a coil of thick, dark green
tubing which is actually a sack for a sophisticated canoufl age
device. He also pulls out its small, hand-held control box which
he | eaves on a shelf beside the spiral stair. He quickly takes
t he tube back up to the nose cone.

Once inside the nose cone, he finds enough roomto brace his
feet on either side of the hole and stands up through the
energency hatchway until he is hal fway out of the ship. He
unwi nds the spiral tube, dangling it down the outer side of the
ship until it is roughly straight, then carefully he snmoothly
pulls off the dark green sack to reveal the campbuflage nmesh. In
the sunlight, the tiny interlocking |inks sparkle and reflect
like dianmbnds. The liquid crystalline structure withinis inits
base state, which is transparency.

The nmesh was doubl ed before it was rolled, like a piece of
paper folder over once and then rolled up. John separates the



two edges and then starts unrolling the mesh with one edge
drapi ng down over one side of the ship and the other edge
descendi ng down t he ot her

Once it is all rolled out fromthe top of the ship all the
way down to the ground, he carefully re-closes the escape hatch
not bothering with the mechanical hatch "dogs," but prudently
reactivating the magnetic air seal to keep out any rain. He
descends to the pilot roomand tilts the ceiling | adder closed.
He nakes his way back down the spiral stairway, grabbing the
canouf | age mesh's control box on the way.

Once in the engine room he smacks the main hatch's "OPEN'
button and waits for the hatch to slide open. Once open, all he
sees is the shiny gl assiness of the canoufl age nesh rustling
slightly in the breeze. It was "cut" to fit his ship back at an
outfitting shop in Infinity Gty, so he is able to grasp its
bott om edge just bel ow the hatchway and easily lift it up and
slip through.

He | ooks around at the surrounding clearing and the rocky
out croppings jutting upwards. He lifts the canoufl age nesh
control box. It is black and rectangular with a bul ging circular
| ens at one end, a display panel in the niddle of one side, with
some buttons at the far end. The panel reads in black letters on
a white background: "Mesh Status: DEACTI VATED TRANSPARENT. "
Below that, in flashing green letters: "Press <1> and scan."

John, familiar with the operation of the device, through his
mlitia training, presses and holds the button marked <1> at the
end and wal ks all the way around the ship sw nging the canoufl age
mesh controller this way and that so the bulging | ens can record
all the imediate colors, textures and shapes.

Once around the ship, the device is so intelligent that it
emts a soft chime letting John know that it has seen everything.
The smal | display panel now reads in flashing yellow letters:
"Touch to nesh and press <2>."

John holds the device up so that it is pushing the
canouf | age mesh agai nst the side of the ship and presses the <2>
button. The device begins transnmitting the color and texture
data down to the canoufl age nesh. Each crystalline, hexagona
link of the mesh covering the ship has its own tiny mcroconputer
with an individual identity. Each will be given a specific col or
and texture program The progranms will even contain tine
parameters to make the color and texture fit the slant of the sun
and nighttime conditions.

As this process takes place, John watches the little display
show percentage conpletion: "10% .. 20%.." and finally "90% .
100% " There is another soft chime and the ship suddenly turns
into a hard, dirty yellow. John jerks back in surprise. Then

| ooks up and backs further away. His ship has becone an
out croppi ng of rock! He smiles in satisfaction

CGoing over to the "rock"”, he lifts up a fold of the nmesh,
finds the main hatch, slides the control box inside and lets the
mesh fall back into place. He tells his conputer-ears "Tell the



ship to close the main hatch" and hears this occur

Wal king all around the ship again, he satisfies hinmself that
it is safely canoufl aged. He then | eaves the outcropping of
rocks and wal ks over to the road. This tine, |ooking back he
sees nothing but rocks. He smiles and heads of f down the road in
the direction of the town in the distance whistling a brisk
march, popular with the Mlitia Guard of Infinity Gty.

CHAPTER 7 - ARLES

Surrounded by the rolling green hills, the bright blue sky
with billow ng white clouds and the warm scented breeze, John
began to feel he was in sone sort of enchanted |and out of a
childrens' fairy tale. Birds wheeled overhead in the late
nmorni ng sunshine. He saw a rabbit run into its hole at the base
of a tree. There was a small cat in the nearby grasses pouncing
after mce. So much life everywhere! He thought how artifi cial
Infinity City was in conparison. A conplete creation by nan.

Beyond the wall, the structure in the distance grew | arger.
It was round and the color of stone. Behind it, he also began to
see sone of the town's church towers spring up. Curious, he
qui ckened his step

The road went through a w de unguarded opening in the wall.
Once through the wall, he began to see peopl e wal king al ong a
road fromthe nearby town and entering the structure. He stopped
and stared. The structure |looked Iike a |large arena or coliseum
It was nmade of stone. This was a Roman coliseunl There coul d be
no doubt. He asked: "Conputer-ears, is the comunication |ink
with the ship established?"

"Yes, normal function," it replied.

He turned his head so that one of his ears was pointed at
the coliseum and ordered, "Computer-ears, scan that buil ding,
send the image to the ship conmputer and ask it if that is a Roman
col i seum"

"Acknow edged... Ship conmputer reports, 'Yes. Earth Roman
coliseumfromesti mated year AD 50 plus or mnus 80 years."

John was struck with confusion. He nust be in the tinme of
anci ent Rone, but all his celestial calculations had indicated
the nineteenth century! He decided to investigate and conti nued
toward the coliseum

VWen he was only a few hundred yards away, he stopped and
could see the details of the clothing being worn by the people.
He was relieved to see sinmlarities to his own garb. He sniled
to hinmself at the excellent job of canouflaging both the ship and
hi nmsel f.

Then he squinted and frowned. French peasants fromthe
ni neteenth century entering a Ronman coliseun? H s eyes grew
wide. Wiat if what the Grand Danes had been worried about had
cone true?! What if the Infinity City Adventurers' meddling with



Time had finally had a chaotic effect? It was |like universa
order was unraveling. Mybe different points in Tinme were
conver gi ng!

Al'l the cosnol ogi cal theories taught by Acadeny professors
had al ways seemed uni nportant to John. But, faced with seening
proof of a catastrophe beyond conprehensi on he w shed that he had
paid nore attention to the endl ess lecturers and | ate night
di scussions during his Acadeny days regarding the chaotic effect
t heory.

The | ast few people entered the i nmense structure and there
were no nore. John frowned wondering what to do next. He
checks: "Conputer-ears, is the French | anguage transl ation
pr ogram r eady?"

The conputer-ears replied quietly, "Programready," using
John's own voice

John directed the conputer-ears to slowy translate anythi ng
he said into French. He would then repeat the phrases. He had
practised this on the voyage to Earth and had familiarized
hinself with the current French all ophones. He once again
chastised hinself for not actually |earning French on the way
over. But, he had disliked the few courses he had been required
to take in non-English | anguages at the acadenmy and Infinity Cty
Adventurers swore by the useful ness of conputer-ears which had
been around for centuries.

He said, "How do | say, 'Wat is happening here, today?'"
The conputer-ears i medi ately responded in his own voice with the
French equivalent. He repeated the phrases, enjoying the
rolling, musical quality of the | anguage. The Infinity Gty
accent of English seened so terse in conparison

"I think I'"'mready," he said to hinself. The conputer-ears
once again transl ated exactly what he had said in French. He
smled alittle to hinmself and proceeded once again toward the
road | eading to the structure.

He got to the road, which was just black dirt, hard packed
fromyears, maybe centuries of use and wal ked into the coliseum
through a tall archway of sone ancient kind of wood. He was in a
passageway between the entrance behind himand a bright exit
before himto a sunlit area in the center of the building. The
buil ding snelled very nmusty and primtive.

Suddenly, there was the sound of several horned instrunents
t hrough the sunlit opening. He also heard the sound of netal and
wood bangi ng and then the cheers of a |large crowd. He crept
f orwar d.

At the end of the passageway, a man shorter than John stood
with arnms fol ded peering over a wooden wall a few feet in front
of him John | ooked around. Behind the wall, and curving around
in both directions, was row upon row of prinitive seating
partially filled with people. There was also a |arge, shabbily
dressed man with an easel painting the scene not too far away.



John came up beside the man in front of him He wore
peasant trousers and a soft, red official-looking jacket wth
mat ching |l ow cap. At his waist, was slung an ornate sword. The
man | ooked at him nodding with a big grin then | ooked back over
the wall. John asked in French, "Wat is happening here, today?"
The man spoke without |ooking at him "Bullfight, of course!"

Puzzl ed by the answer, John | ooked over the wall and was
shocked at what he sawt A man in a bright green suit, wth
flashing sequins all over, wearing a square black hat, stood at
one side of the open area facing a gigantic black bull at the
other side of the area. A sword dangled fromthe nan's belt. He
was just standing there holding a |large piece of material the
same green color as his suit. The bull |ooked nenacingly at the
man, its head | owered alnpst to the ground. It had been stuck
with several small swords which dangled fromits sides. Blood
could be seen glistening in the bull's coat.

John | ooked around. The open area with the man and bull was
encircled by the wooden wall at about John's chest height.
Around this was row upon row of wooden benches, al nost full of
peopl e excitedly leaning forward, all eyes on the man and the
bul I'.

Suddenly, the crowd yelled and John | ooked quickly to see
the bull charging forward toward the man who was still just
standi ng there holding the piece of material. John felt panicked
and thought the man was going to be tranpled. He reached into
hi s pocket for his handgun, but hesitated. |If this was all sone
chaotic problemw th Tine, he could nmake things worse by
interfering with a device froma different technol ogical era.

The bull was closing the gap rapidly. Was this sone kind of
sacrifice? But at the last second the man ninbly and with al nost
formal grace stepped to the side without noving the | arge green
pi ece of material. The stupid bull roared toward the materi al
ignoring the man. The man quickly lifted the material just as
the bull went into it. Seeing the wooden wall just a few yards
away, the bull ground to a halt, coming to a stop inches fromthe
wall. The crowd roared with acclaim

| mredi ately though, the bull pivoted around wi th amazi ng
agility and charged the man again who once nore feinted the bul
with his piece of materi al

This went on again and again. Charge and feint, charge and
feint, the crowd growi ng | ouder and nore excited all the tine.
Soon, the open area of the arena began to grow cloudy with the
dust the bull had been kicking up. The high sides of the
coliseum prevented the breeze from bl owi ng the dust away.

The man in the arena led the bull to the opposite side where
he and the bull disappeared in the growing dust. John could hear
the cheers of the crowd fromthe other side rising and falling.
Suddenly, the man energed fromthe cloud of dust, running al ong
t he wooden wall to John's right. He |ooked scared and it was
clear that he had | ost track of the bull

Then, catastrophe struck! The bull came chargi ng out of the
dust faster than John could believe any animal could run



coincidentally heading straight for the running man. Its head
was down and turned slightly to the side, as if it didn't care
what was in front of it. But it saw the nan and actually
increased its speed until its legs were a blur of flying hooves.

This was so close that John could now feel the runmble of the
m ghty galloping bull through his feet. The man stunbled to a
halt and, with awe-inspiring bravery, raised the materi al
directly before himw th his back inches in front of the wooden
wal | .

And then, with al nrost magi cal sw ftness, the man once again
skipped to the side. Wth a flash of bright green, the bul

burst through the material and smashed into the wooden wall wth
an expl osi on of sound and flying wooden splinters.

The nearby crowd, seeing what had happened, cheered and
yelled in hysterical excitenent and began to applaud. The people
on the other side of the wall screaned in panic. As the dust
cl eared, John could see the bull only a few paces away actually
now stuck hal fway through the old wooden wall. The bull was
snorting loudly and digging his hooves in the dirt, driving
hinsel f forward. People in front of the bull were | eaping off
t he benches, clinmbing over each other in panic, knocking over the
benches and falling over until no one was getting anywhere.

An el egant ol der lady and a young girl sat on the bench
closest to the bull, staring at it with hands raised to their
faces, frozen in terror. The girl was closest to John. On the
other side of both of them a small gentlenman in a dark suit was
frantically pulling at the older lady. John could hear him
shouting, "Marian! Run! Run! The beast is alnost free! Cone
on!" He finally pulled the | ady up and began draggi ng her into
the crowd trying to escape.

John realized with shock and greater confusion that the man
was shouting in English, though with a strange accent.

But, now the bull was pulling itself forward, out fromthe
pl anks of the wall, toward the poor frightened girl still staring
at the bull only a few feet away.

John took a step toward the bull, his fists clenched in
frustration. Should he interfere? Should he use a gun from
Infinity Gty?

John was a man fromInfinity Cty, a product of his famly's
ti mel ess honor and trained by the centuries old proud and brave
Infinity City Mlitia Guard. He could not stand there and watch
this girl get killed, even if this was the past where this had
al ready happened.

John went into action! He spun around, grabbed the handle
of the sword worn by the guard, who was just staring at the bul
with a w de-eyed disbelieving | ook. John yanked the sword out.
The man rmunbl ed sonet hi ng i ncoherent and stunbl ed away. John
turned toward the bull.

The bull lunged forward and people watching fromthe



pani cked crowd screaned hysterically. Some wonen were crying and
John coul d hear a man chanting sone religious sounding litany.

Sone pl anks that had nade up the top portion of the wall had
col | apsed down, trapping the bull's hind quarters. It crouched
its hind legs and at the sane tine extended its front I egs,
lifting up the front part of its body to tip its runp down and
out fromthe restraining planks. John saw his chance!

Bracing the sword under his arm wth the blade parallel to
the bull's ribs, he lunged forward. The sword stabbed cleanly
into the side of the bull's rib cage and John drove it in with
all his might. The bull bellowed a terrifying roar! John
sl ammed agai nst his hands holding the hilt of the sword again and
again, burying it inch by inch through the beast's chest.

Finally, it cane to a stop, pushing against the ribs on the
opposi te side.

The bull was now standing quite still. John |eapt back.
Looki ng down, he saw his handgun |Iying on the ground near the

bull. He had felt it bouncing around in his pocket while he had
been | unging against the hilt of the sword, driving into the
bull. It nust have bounced out of the pocket! The bull turned

its head to stare at John with a stupid, alnost indifferent | ook
then coll apsed to the ground, on top of the gun, its final breath
bl owing up a small dust cloud fromits rmuzzle lying in the dirt.

John turned toward the girl on the bench just as her eyes,
nmonentarily meeting his, began to close and she swayed to the
side. But he quickly reached forward and caught her before she
could fall fromthe bench. Lifting her slight formin his arns,
he | ooked around wondering what to do next. He found his
t houghts distracted by the warm soft body he held -- he had
been away fromInfinity City and femal e conpanions for a | ong
time. Her perfume filled his nose..

Sone of the people around hi mbegan to clap and cheer. He
saw t hey were | ooking at himn

Now t hat the bull was dead, the panicked crowd began to
regain its conposure. Men picked up their hats and shook their
fists threateningly at the notionless black body. People began
crowdi ng around him He was being cl apped repeatedly on the
shoul der.

The man, who had been with the girl and the ol der | ady, cane
over fromwhere he had found a place for the lady to sit down.
He turned to John and said sonmething in French which the
conputer-ears translated as, "That was a very brave act, young
man! "

John replied, "Thank you," in English, forgetting that he
only needed to whisper for his conputer-ears to hear. They
whi spered "Merci," but before he could mimc this, the man
surprisingly began speaking in English

"Ah! You aren't French, you're English! Whnderful!" the
man said with delight. He continued, "That accent sounds
American, sort of. You just saved several lives, | believe.



I ncl udi ng perhaps, mne, ny wife's, and her maid, there in your
arms. Here, let me gather up ny wife and let us all leave this
barbarous old place.” He left John, went over to his wife,
gently took her hand and | ed her back to John. "Come, young nan,
out through the passageway..." He led his dazed and bedraggl ed
wi fe past John and into the passageway. John followed him stil
hol di ng t he unconscious girl.

As he followed the other two out, he | ooked down at the
girl. She was very pretty, and light as a feather it seenmed to
John. She felt so warmagainst him It was a nice feeling.

Once outside, the nman speaking English led his wife and John
over to a tree where he and his w fe plopped down in the grass
under the shade of the tree. As John gently |lowered the girl
her eyes fluttered open and she stared with surprise into his
face. She said sonmething softly in French which John's conputer-
ears translated as, "What happened? Wo are you?"

The man said brusquely and in English, "No need for French
Yvette. This is an American. He speaks English.” And, then to
John he extended his hand and said, "How do you do, ny gall ant
young hero. | happen to be Edward Rothchild, England's
anbassador to France. Who might you be?"

John took the man's hand and the nan noved it vigorously up
and down. Hand shaking was not an Infinity Gty custom though
John had seen this ritual in old digitally recorded novies from
Earth, which his nmother was fond of. A man of Infinity Gty
greets another nman usually by reaching forward both hands and
taking hold of the other's hands or wists, forearmnms, upper arns,
shoul ders, neck, or head, depending on how famliar the two are
and how excited they are to see each other. The wonen of
Infinity City tend toward a nore dignified enbrace, with a gentle
kiss on the cheek or, with the inrediate famly, the nouth.

Bet ween nmen and wonen there was no established custom It was
left to the nopod of the nonent.

John said, "My nane is John One." His conputer-ears kept
translating in French, but quiet enough so that John did not need
to turn themoff. "I'ma stranger here. | just arrived. Can

you tell me if this is Rone?"

"Rome?!" the anbassador said hunorously. "Young man, |
think you had better sit down. You nust be a little befuddled."
John sat down on the soft grass near the anmbassador's maid who
was smling at him

John said, "I has trying to get to France," and he gestured
at the coliseum "I came across this coliseumand thought | was
in Rone. But, you speak English."

"Hah! Young man, this IS France. This arena or 'coliseum’
as you put it, was built centuries ago BY the Romans to feed the
locals, Christians of course, to the lions. They use it now only
for bull fighting fromtine to tine. You don't have bullfighting
in Arerica, do you?"



John munbl ed, "There's no bullfighting where | cone from.."

The Englishman chuckled. "What a nmess we all are! Marian,
| ook at yourself. You |look as though the bull got to you."

The anbassador's wife replied, "Ch, that disgusting beast!
These wretched French and their wetched custons!”

"Spani sh, dear. Bullfighting is Spanish in origin, you
know, " he adnoni shed.

"Well, where ever it is from | shall never attend again!
Bar barous! Typical of the Spanish, of course. ©Ch, Edward, let's
go back to your cousin's home and get cleaned up. Just |ook at
my dress! How could | ever have let you talk me into attending a
bull fight. A bullfight!" She gathered herself together and
stood to go. "Cone along, Yvette!" she |ooked thoughtfully at
John. "Young man, why don't you cone and call this evening after
we' ve all cleaned up? W are staying at the home of the
anbassador's cousin, the house just beside the little art gallery
on the main street of town. W shall expect you at eight

o' clock!" She | ooked toward her husband, raised her nose into
the air, arched her eyebrows in a regal fashion and said, "Cone
al ong, Edward! | think it's high time for a nice pot of tea!"

And with that, she swirled about and headed off.

The anbassador | ooked at John and shrugged with a good-
natured cl osed-nmouth smile that nade his cheeks bul ge out |ike
red apples. "Cone by later, John! See you this evening." And
with that, he turned to follow his wife marching away wi th her
mai d obedi ently foll owi ng behind.

John said to hinself, "This IS France! And, with a Roman

coliseum " He chuckled and shook his head, relieved that there
was no cosmc catastrophe after all. He |ooked around. Sone
people were mlling around, but nbst were returning honme toward

the town in the distance

He decided to return to his ship and clean hinmself up. He
had an invitation fromthe English anbassador to ni neteenth
century France. Amazing!

Then, John renmenbered their beautiful young maid. Yvette!
He hurried off toward the ship, delighted with his adventure.
What a dream conme true! How proud his fam |y woul d be when he
returned with all these adventurous stories!

CHAPTER 8 - FRENCH CAFE

The sun was hi gh overhead when John reached his ship. He
slipped through the canoufl age netting, entered the ship, went up
to the pilot roomand living quarters, and began preparing
hinself a lunch of ship's rations. Then he stopped, thinking to
hinself, 'This is nineteenth century France! They nust have
restaurants by now' So, he put away the ship's rations, checked
the gold, silver, and genms in his pockets, then left the ship for
the | ocal town.



He foll owed the same route as before. It was afternoon when
he wal ked past the coliseumwhere his bullfight had taken place.
No one was in sight. John, feeling great excitenment, followed
the road into the little town nearby.

He found hinself on a small street paved with rounded stones
and lined with a variety of shops, nost with a second story
cont ai ni ng what | ooked to be living quarters. Here and there,

ol dsters sat on rickety old chairs in the warm afternoon
sunshi ne, watching John wal k past with nmld curiosity. A black
enanel ed cart with bright red seats being pulled by a horse went
by. It was driven by a nman wearing a fine white suit with a

wi de-brimred hat. To John, the cart made a great deal of noise
as it bounced along the stone street with its steel shod wheels.
He noted curiously that someone had nailed steel to the bottom of
t he horses hooves. The man flipped the reins controlling the
horse. The horse flipped its tail and increased its speed.

Al inall, it was a quiet town and no one paid himnuch
heed.

At the very next street corner, John found a little cafe
with three sets of tables and chairs outside on a covered porch
made of dark red painted wood. A thick, tinber post at the
corner of the porch supported the roof and was decorated wth
baskets of bright flowers: red roses, orange marigolds, white
lilies and soft blue irises.

At the far table, a skinny man with a red beard and cl ose
cropped hair enphatically |ectured another man who was noddi ng
sagely. Their voices were |low, but John's computer-ears
translated bits and pieces of their interesting conversation

John | ooked around wondering what the proper custom was
here. He decided to do what he would do at an Infinity Gty
cafe. He sat down and fol ded his hands on the table. He felt
sel f-conscious in spite of the fact that no one was payi ng him
any attention. He hoped his small ingots of gold and silver

woul d be negotiable so he would not have to figure out the val ue
of local currency.

Eventual ly, a portly m ddl e-aged man weari ng an apron and
wi ping a glass canme strolling out of the cafe. He turned to John
with a sleepy ook, his thick black wavy hair hangi ng down and
dangling before his eyes. He began speaking in French with an
air of bored authority. John's conputer-ears began translating:
"Yes, sir. Tell me what you want."

John | ooked down at the ground and runbl ed to hinself,
"Somet hing for lunch, please." H's conputer-ears told himwhat
to say in French and he repeated this to the man who was the
proprietor of the cafe.

Hi s computer-ears translated the proprietor's response: "Ah
wel |, sandwi ches are very popul ar these days. | have severa
al ready prepared for my afternoon guests. Wuld you like a
sandwi ch, a bow of soup, a bottle of our delightful |ocal blanc
wi ne?..."



"Yes, that would be fine," he replied, nmunbling first to the
conputers ears and then in French

The proprietor tilted his head and squinted at John, "Ah,
you are an Engli shman, no?"

John said, "Qui," but then thought he had better keep his
story consistent with what he had already told the anbassador
"No, | amfrom Anerica. Far away."

"Ah, Americal M only son left and went away to New York
| ast year. W have just received a letter fromhim \at tales
he tells! Are they all true? They nmust be. He has no
i magi nation." He |ooked up into the sky, "Ah, if | were young
again | suppose that I, too, would wish to visit another world."

John | ooked up into the sky wondering what world the man was
referring to.

The proprietor |ooked back at John, shrugged and asked,
"Well, | have not been young for a long tine. | wll continue
spendi ng ny days feeding people. And what brings you here to our
l[ittle town?"

John could be honest, "I am |l ooking for works of art to
purchase and bring back to... rmy home world."
"Ah, you are an art nerchant! Well, well,"” he glanced in

the direction of the two other guests, lowered his voice, "Do you
see those two gentl enen over there? The one with the red beard

is a painter. The one with himis a doctor... H S doctor." He

| eaned cl ose and whi spered, "Stay away fromthe one with the red
beard! He is crazy -- a crazy Dutchman! He has been here since
the bullfight. | ask himwho he is; he |looks at me with eyes on

fire; and he does not even know A crazy man! So | tel ephone
the insane asylumat St. Reny. You know what? THAT is where he
is FROM They send a doctor, the man he is now with. CRAZY
DUTCH " He shook his head, straightened and suggested, "For

mar vel ous works of art, go see Monsieur Raton! He is our art
dealer with a fine little gallery at the end of the street," and
he pointed the way.

John | eaned forward | ooking in the direction he was

pointing. "lIs the house just past the art deal er where the
Engl i sh anbassador is staying?"

"Yes, yes! How did you know this?"

"I have an invitation for dinner there this evening."

"Ah!  How lucky you are, ny friend. M YOUNG friend. For
the maid of the house is the prettiest girl in all of Arles!”

There was sonething fam liar to John about the nane Arles.
""Arles,"" he repeated. "lIs that the name of this town?"

The proprietor |ooked at himin surprise, then with an
exaggerated gesture felt John's forehead for fever. "M/ young
friend, of course this is Arles! The fairest town in all the



south of France!" He wi nked and teased, "Maybe you are a little
crazy like that painter over there." And he jerked a thunmb in
the direction of the two nmen at the other table.

John One inprovised, "There's been so many towns |'ve
visited since leaving, uh, America that | just got confused."

"Under st andabl e! Quite understandable for a young world

travel er such as yourself!" He waved a finger in the air, "But
first, a magnificent lunch for you, so you will have strength for
this evening should you chance to neet the fair Yvette." He

w nked, turned and strolled back into the cafe.

John was in the town of Arles. He thought to himself. What
was it about this town that he should know about? He just could
not remenber.

Shortly, the proprietor re-appeared with a tray and laid
before John a plate of little sandwich triangles, a bow of
steanmi ng dark brown soup with the rich aroma of mushroons, a
dusty bottle of white wine and a glass. He set the tray down on
t he nearby vacant table, took the wine bottle in both hands, bit
down on the exposed portion of the cork with his gleaning white
teeth and with an experienced jerk of his head, popped the cork
right out of the bottle.

Next, he poured into the glass and while doing so anmazingly
quickly lifted the bottle high above the glass and then back down
wi thout spilling a drop. "Enjoy, enjoy, Mnsieur!" He sniled,
bowed and went back inside the cafe.

John ate his nmeal while listening to the other two nen
di scussing art, as translated by his conputer-ears. Eventually,
t hey both yawned, stretched and slowy noved of f down the street.
The proprietor eventually cane out and cleared away their table,
pocketing with surprise the generous number of coins they had
| eft behind. He nodded to John with a friendly snile as he
carried a tray containing the remains fromthe table back into
the cafe.

It was a lazy afternoon. The soft, French wi ne relaxed him
and nade life seemto glow He sat for a long, long tine just
wat ching the sinple easy life of the nineteenth century going by.
The proprietor drifted over now and then to see if there was
anyt hing he wanted or just to chat. For a while, he saw many
peopl e goi ng by carrying baskets of food stuffs, |ong baguettes
of French bread sticking way up out of every basket. Then, there
was no one and the town seened itself to fall asleep for an
af t ernoon nap

Toward mi dafternoon a delightful turn of events took place.
Looki ng across the street, John spotted the anbassador's pretty

French maid: Yvette. She was strolling along slowy, as if out
for a walk. She |ooked over toward the cafe and saw John
regarding her. She came to a stop and sniled. Then, she turned
toward him took a step, but then stopped and | ooked back down
the street.

Finally, she | ooked back at John and with a shy snile



proceeded to cross the street. She was wearing her maid's
uniform short sleeved bl ack bl ouse, short black skirt, white
frills all around with a | arge white bow about her waist, al
fluttering in the warm floral scented afternoon breeze.

As she stepped up to the cafe's porch, shyly approaching
John, he rose to greet her. Taking her hand and gazing into her
soft dark brown eyes she seened twi ce as beautiful as before.
She had a wide nouth with very red |lips and an easy smle. Her
brunette hair was braided together in a circle on top of her
head, a pleasing style John had never seen before. Her little
mai d's uni form conpl i nented her exceptional figure. John
wondered if she were married..

In English, forgetting to use his conputer-ears, he asked
her to sit down. However, she understood and i medi ately took
the chair he offered. He asked, "Do you speak English?"

"Ch yes, ever since |l was a little girl!" she replied with
an exquisite, alnost musical French accent to her English. She
went on to explain that her father's second wife -- her nother --

was Engli sh.

Then she asked himhis name. "I'm John. John One", he
said, entranced by her beauty and sinplicity of nature. Her face
was w thout inperfection and aristocratically pale though John
noticed a slight, naturally warmhue as if it was reflecting a
gol den sunset. Her thick eyebrows, form ng a straight black Iine
above each eye, were nost alluring. "You are Yvette?" he asked.
"Yes," and she grew serious. "You were so brave.
| cannot believe what you did. That animal was terrifying!"

“I"'mlucky that man with the sword was standi ng near by!
What a strange activity?' He shook his head | ooking at the
table. Then, |ooking at her, "Wat were you all doing there?"

"What? It was a bullfight! You have not seen one?"

"No, never."

"Ch, but you could be the greatest of all bullfighters,
nmonsi eur! Never have | seen such courage. You nust be a
bul Il fighter already! You are teasing nme!" And she turned her
head to give hima sideways gl ance and blinked the | ong | ashes of
her eyes. John felt his heart beating strongly.

"No, | have never been to a bullfight!"

"Yes your accent is strange. You are a foreigner. You are
not English?"

"I''m.. American."”
Her eyes lit up and she lifted her face with a broad snile

"Arerican! You are fromAmerica? GCh, Anerica! Tell ne about
it. | would love to go there!"

Now he was on the spot. He hated |lying. However, the



Adventurers in his famly had advised himnot to tell people in
the past about Infinity Cty or anything that was beyond their
understanding. He tried to remenber what he had | earned of
America fromschool. 1In the Mlitia Guard Acadeny, they had
studi ed some Anerican military achi evements and of course the
constitution-based denocratic government system Infinity City's
own constitution, the original one itself witten by the O ginal
Bui | ders, was sealed in a glass chanber runored to be the very
one that stored the original American constitution. There were
many ancient original docunents proving that Infinity Cty had
been founded by the last of the Americans, fleeing fromsone

i npendi ng Earth disaster, long forgotten. But, the greatest of
all Infinity Cty nysteries was the nature of this inpending
disaster. Al electronic records of this tinme had been erased by
the Original Builders. Only a few secret paper-based diaries
mentioned it, and only with terrified generalities.

He tried to generalize, "Un Anmerica is a wonderful place.
Very nodern. They have a constitutional governnent, you know. "

"Yes, but what does Anerica look like? Wat city are you
fronP"

"Well, um I'mfromliInfinity Gty."

"Infinity City? | have never heard of it. You nust be from
a small town, no?"

"It's not small. But, it is way out in the frontier. Are
you fromthis town, um Arles?

She sat back and sighed, "Qui, this is ny little town. Here
| start, and here | stay. M father was killed in Africa many
years ago. | take care of ny nother here. She has no famly in
Engl and. She lives with an old friend who is also a widow W
have many friends here in little Arles..."

They tal ked about the different people around town. She
seened to know the nost anazing facts about everyone. The
proprietor of the cafe served thema bottle of light, festive
wine fromltaly. John had paid for his lunch in nothing | ess
than gold, so the proprietor had decided that here was a custoner
t hat woul d expect the best. Fortunately for John, the proprietor
had a wei ghing scale froman era | ong gone by and was able to
wei gh John's small ingots of gold and exchange sone for |oca
currency, keeping a nodest 'exchange fee' for hinself.

The wonderful afternoon proceeded. John gazed into Yvette's
eyes as she tal ked about Arles. She was happy to domi nate the
conversation and enjoyed John's undivided attention. John felt a
strange excitenent deep down inside and he realized that he was

falling in love with this |ovely young French girl. H's serious
side told him "YOU CAN T FALL IN LOVE WTH A G RL THAT DCESN T
EXI ST ANYMORE! " But he thought to hinself, "I AM AN ADVENTURER

NOW AND, THI S FEELS LI KE ONE OF THE GREATEST ADVENTURES ANY MAN
FROM INFINITY C TY HAS EVER HAD! "

She was telling himof some little old man with an art shop
next to where the anbassador was staying and her hand was hol di ng
a wine glass on the table. John, listening with half an ear



reached forward and gently stroked her fingers. She stopped

tal king and rel eased the glass, allowing himto take her soft,
fem nine hand in his. They | ooked deeply into each other's eyes,
knowi ng that each was enjoying the sane feeling.

She smled and said, "You are an interesting nman."

"You are a beautiful wonan,'
his face fl ush.

he said with sincerity and felt

She pursed her lips, her eyes tw nkling, and asked slowy,
"You are not married, John?"

"No!" he said quickly, shaking his head. Wth a pang of
sadness, he thought of the girl he knew back on Infinity Gty
that he wanted to marry. She, however, was not the narrying

type. Would she ever be? But it did not matter now. .. He
| ooked up and said lightly, "I've never been married! |'mtoo
young! "

She | aughed gayly, "Too young?! | was already eight years
ol d when Papa was the age you appear to be now. " Then, she sadly
| ooked down. "That is when we received the letter telling us
that he had been killed on the frontier." She | ooked up and

sighed, "How nice it would be to have parents to take a young man
like you hone to neet."

"I would love to neet your nother!"

"Ah, | would love for you to neet her, but you see, ny
not her is bed-ridden and cannot be excited. After we heard about
Papa, she grieved too nuch. She took sick during a terrible
out break of pol... How do you say? 'Poliomyelitis.'" She
pronounced the difficult original termfor "polio" slowy. "I
took a young man honme to neet her once and she becane hysterica
with the fear that | would | eave her. So, | can't do that now "

A young man? John felt his heart beating in his breast

again. "Yvette, is there another right now? Soneone el se?"

She slowy smled. To John, it was like a brilliant
sunrise. "No. He is no nore." She paused to watch the col or
return to his face. She was delighted with such open interest he
showed in her. She patted the hand he was still hol ding her
with. "Ah, but let us not |let things nove too fast, ny new
friend. It grows late, now .."

"Ch no, stay!" John beseeched her, taking both of her hands
in his.

"I would sit talking with you forever, but now | rust hurry
away to help with dinner. It will be nice to see you again
tonight! Cone early. They will not mind. | amso fond of that
silly old Englishman, and his wife is very kind to nme and ny
mother." And with that, she rose suddenly, and with a snmile so
bright John felt his heart bursting in his chest, she | eaned over
and ki ssed himon both cheeks then hurried off down the street,
in the direction she had cone from turning now and then to wave
and throw nore ki sses.



John thought to hinmself, "SHE IS THE MOST BEAUTI FUL OF ALL
FLOAERS. COULD | BRI NG HER BACK HOVE?" He decided to put off
t hi nki ng about that and just sat basking in the wonderfu
feelings warnmng his heart. He asked his conputers ears for the
time. Finding out it was al nbst evening, he frowned realizing
that he would have to go all the way back to his ship to wash
hi nsel f and build new clothes (his present attire was slightly
soiled due to the altercation with the bull), then come all the
way back.

The proprietor noticed himfrowning and perceptively asked,
"Monsi eur, do you have a place in town as yet?"

John turned to himin puzzl enent, asking, "A place?"

"Yes. To stay. |If not, | have sone very confortable roons
upstairs. | even have what | call ny Suite Royale with its own
private bath. M brother works with the new | ead pl unbi ng!"

John slowy realized with all the gold, silver and gens his
uncl e had synthesized for him life would be very easy here. Al
were nol ecul arly accurate and no one in this century would know
they were of artificial structure. He said slowy, "I will need
some fresh clothing..."

"Ah! CQur tailor is right next door! Wile you enjoy a hot
bath, I will purchase for you robes and anot her set of clothing.
Do | have your perm ssion? Yes?... Good! The tailor will cone
after your bath. He can performmiracles in the wink of an eyel
Wait right here for a short while. MW wife will arrange your
roomand | will prepare a hot bath for you by sinply punping hot
water up to your roomfroma tank of water that is being heated
besi de our stove. Ingenious, yes? M brother will grow rich
with such ideas!" He winked at John, "You should take hi m back
with you to Americal" After receiving, with great delight, a
generous paynent on account from John in pure gold, he bowed
deeply then hurried off to make preparations.

John checked his pocket to make sure there was plenty nore
gol d. ..

Soon, the proprietor cane to lead himto his room The
proprietor's name was Custeau and this sounded famliar to John
He seened to renmenber this as the nanme of sone fanobus Original
Bui l der with remarkable genius in creating the artificial
environnent of Infinity City based on experience from anci ent
Earth building... Wat was it? Underground or undersea cities?
Wl l, he could check with the computer |ater..

CHAPTER 9 - HOVE OF THE AMBASSADOR S COUSI N

It was a warm and pl easant qui et eveni ng when John stepped
of f the porch of Custeau's' cafe wearing fresh clothing that the
tailor had indeed customfit at a nmonment's notice. He headed
toward the house of the anbassador's cousin. He carried a bottle
of wine as a gift that Custeau had insisted would guarantee a
festive evening.



He wal ked past several quaint buildings trinmed in gl ossy
red, yellow and green then finally cane to the residence that had
been described to himas belonging to the Arbassador's cousin, a
rich land owner. A fine old two story house with white stucco
facade and a little wal kway bordered with colorful flowering
bushes | eading up to the doorway.

He was greeted at the door by lovely Yvette who took his
hand for a nmonent, smiling brightly up at him and then | ed him
into the parlor where the Anbassador and his cousin were sitting
enjoyi ng cigars and coghac. They rose and greeted himwarnly,

t he Ambassador introduci ng John as "Qur dashing Anerican hero!".
The anbassador was dressed in a business suit of the tine, and
his cousin, as old as the anbassador, in a white uniformfrom
some branch of the French mlitary service. He had cool

pi ercing eyes and very short, rough gray hair.

Next, the Anmbassador's wife Marian cane sweeping into the
room wearing an informal pink dress. "Ah, our young hero!" she
said with a nerry-cheeked closed nouth smle. She offered her
hand to John who took it and on inpul se kissed it as he had seen
done in sonme old novie fromancient Earth. "And such a
gent| eman, even though he is from Anerica," Mrian said | ooking
admringly at John. She took his proffered bottle of w ne.
"Thank you, John, but you didn't have to bring anything.
Especially wine. The baserment of this house is well stocked."

The anbassador chuckl ed and said, "Just sonething to help
keep us warmduring next winter." He chuckled and puffed up his
cigar until he di sappeared behind a cloud of thick snoke.

M's. Rothchild made an exasperated sound then | ooked over at
Yvette who stood with a wide smle, blushing, eyes all a glitter
wat chi ng John. "Yvette! Open these windows and let out all this
awful snoke," and then to her husband: "Honestly, Edward, |
sinmply DON' T know how I put up with this foul snelling tobacco
habit of yours!" The Ambassador just chuckl ed.

They of fered John a chair and a gl ass of cognac which he
accepted. They tal ked of pleasantries and the |ocal doings, and
whenever the conversation turned round to where John was from he
general i zed and evaded nuch description about America.

Yvette served a platter of little sweet treats at one point
-- she and John exchangi ng a warm gl ance. John was surprised at
how confortabl e and cl ose people could be fromconpletely
di fferent backgrounds. There was a small fire crackling in the
fireplace now. John noticed its reflection in the cognac gl asses
and al so the anbassador's spectacl es.

Presently, the anbassador asked, "You are a very pleasant
and | i keabl e young man John One. So charming in fact that you' ve
been here over one hour and |I have not even asked you your Iine
of work." He gave John a penetrating | ook, rem nding John of his
uncl e.

At | east now John could be honest. "I'm purchasing art..
For sale in the... new world."



The anbassador | eaned back satisfied, "Splendid! There's

such a market for the niceties over there in Arerica. |'ve heard
they are even buying up pieces and parts of castles fromall over
Europe. |'mnot sure that even Bucki ngham and W ndsor are safe!"

H s cousin and wi fe | aughed at this.

Then the ambassador's cousin raised a finger and excl ai ned,
"Ah! Just the nan you need to see is right next door."

The anbassador's wife said, "Of course! Monsieur Raton the
art dealer! Shall we send Yvette next door to fetch him'round?"

"Splendid idea, my darling, splendid!'" the anmbassador agreed
and they sent Yvette next door to invite Monsieur Raton over.

After Monsieur Raton arrived he was introduced to John, and
provi ded libation, though he refused a cigar. John expl ai ned
that he was going to travel around France using Arles as a base
of operations and acquire works of art that he felt would be
popul ar back in the "new world."

The art dealer, a very lean and old nman, burnt brown from
years of painting in the bright sun, asked pointedly, "Wat

exactly is your price range, young man? And al so, how many
pi eces can you manage back to America?"

"Well, as many as ny ship will hold and as many as | can buy
with these..." and John brought forth a handful of shining, small
precious nmetal ingots from one pocket and a handful of sparkling
red, green, and transparent gens from anot her

"Good Lord!" shouted the anbassador |leaping to his feet, the
ash of his cigar cascading down the wi de |apel of his snmoking
jacket. The anmbassador's wife gasped, her eyes wide with
ast oni shnent .

John said, "I have much nore -- back in my ship!"

The anbassador's cousin | eaned cl ose, then | ooked up at John
and coment ed suspiciously, "That is a remarkable fortune in
treasure you hold in your hands. Was it obtained I egally?"

"Philip!" barked the anmbassador. "He's not sone
Mediterranean pirate. The integrity of this fine fellowis
uni mpeachabl e. He saved our very lives today at the bullfight!"

Monsi eur Raton the art deal er commented, "Yes, | heard of
that." He stared at John's treasure with envy, commenting with a
slight bitterness, "These rich Americans are all over poor Europe
these days. They're buying up our heritage and enticing our
youths to emi grate away." He then sighed heavily, "Still, | am
sure Monsieur One, though American, is an honest businessman. "

John, taken aback by their reaction, quickly asserted, "Yes,
of course | am honest! M/ family is one of Infinity City's nost
reput abl e. ™

"“‘Infinity Cty' ?" the anbassador's wife asked. "It sounds



i ke one of those gold-rush towns in far away California."

"That's where he's from " cried Yvette, who had been peeking
in through the doorway to the kitchen

Marian twi sted around in her chair and directed, "Yvette!
The kitchen cannot possibly be cleaned up yet. Away with you!"
She waved her finger and Yvette di sappeared back to the kitchen
"Well, | hope SHE didn't see these treasures. She'll tell that
boyfriend of hers. |I'msure he and all his friends are thieves!"

"Now, now, Marian, my dear. She doesn't talk to him and has
nothing to do with him HE just will not take no for an answer.
Had to chase the young fell ow away from her w ndow just the other
ni ght. Renenber, Philip? The young bl ade was prow i ng around
out back like a cat!"

"Yes, yes. There's so many like himthese days. They
should all be pressed into the service!"

The art deal er had not taken his eyes from John's handful s
of sparkling gens and gold and silver. John put themback in his
pockets and the spell was broken. Monsieur Raton | ooked up and

of fered, "You rmust see ny small inventory next door, young man.
I"msure there will be sonething that interests you."

John responded, "Yes, I'Il start there. Do you think |I have
enough to pay for it right here? | have much nore in ny ship..."

"More!" excl ai med the anbassador.

The art dealer smiled at John, "My friend, you are so
weal thy! Not only do you have enough there in one handful for ny
entire stock, but | nust tell you that there is no need for you
to travel around at all. | can arrange to purchase the finest
works fromall over France and have them sent right here. |
shal | be discreet, of course, so that we do not suffer a plague
of amateurs harassing you day and night.

John | ooked at the ambassador and his cousin who both smiled
and nodded. He shook Monsieur Raton's hand. The anbassador
said, "Well, it seenms a nost equitable business dealing has now
been struck. Gentleman, and |ady, let us toast to the good
fortune of both young John One here and our good friend Monsieur
Raton!"™ And with that, the anbassador's cousin Philip broke out
an especially dusty old bottle of |ocal wine and the evening
proceeded in a jolly fashion

CHAPTER 10 - AN ENCOUNTER

It was | ate when John finally departed the residence of the
anbassador's cousin Philip. 1t was a cool, brisk night and so
quiet and still. He headed down the little wal kway and into the
street where he turned toward the cafe. He began wal king. After
a few steps he heard the sound of a door closing and | ooked over
to see Yvette enmerge fromthe darkness at the side of the house.
John was near a gas street-lanmp. Wen Yvette had noved within
its cone of light, he saw that she was wearing a soft, olive



green sweater with her arms wapped tightly around her to ward
off the chill night air. John instantly thought about putting
his arms around her to keep her warm She wal ked up to him
smiled happily up into his face and then began to shiver. He
slowy | eaned forward and put his arns about her. She |eaned
into him her head contentedly against his chest.

She said, "Oh John, you are such a very nice friend to
have." Her hands had been cl asped to each other, but now she
slipped them anxiously into his open coat and about his waist.
The sensation filled himw th an alnost electric flow of
pl easure. She was soft and delicate and so very feninine. He
could stand with her here all night long. He slowy, gently
began swaying with her, back and forth, and she |l et out a sweet
sigh of pleasure.

Al too soon, she slowy pulled away, | ooked up into his
eyes and sadly said, "There are things |I still have to do.
must go now, John." Wth her eyes half closed, she gave hima
dreany smile and drifted back to the house. His craving to stay
with her ached within him Mybe to follow her into the house.
But, that woul d have been out of place. He watched her disappear
back into the gloom The side-door of the house opened. He saw
her beautiful silhouette in the light fromw thin, then heard her
| ovely voice, "Good night, John!"™ And then the door closed.

John sighed and headed back to the cafe, thinking of his
cozy little room He had experienced a wonderful evening with
these fine folk, especially with Yvette peeking in fromtine to
time to catch his eye. He was caught by conpl ete surprise by
what happened on the way back to the cafe.

He wal ked sl owy back along the nain street the way he had
cone. He had not had rmuch to drink, disliking being in I ess than
conplete control of hinself. Some of the buildings along main
street were free-standing with narrow al |l eyways between them t hat
were inky dark at night. John nmoved to the snooth stone wal kway

along a building to avoid the rough stones of the street and
peered into one of these alleyways after he thought he had heard
a rustling sound. Nothing. He continued on

Wien he reached the cafe, he noticed a man at one of the
tabl es holding a glass. There was an enpty bottle of wi ne before
him A few | anps had been hung fromthe overhangi ng roof and
John could see himclearly in the flickering light. But the
man's dark cap hid his face. John proceeded toward the door of
the cafe. Then, he heard the man say, "Monsieur! Come here.
want to talk to you!"

John turned slowy toward the stranger. The man was | ooki ng
up at himand appeared to be young, no nore than John's age. He
noti oned with the hand not gripping the bottle for John to cone
closer. John's instincts raised the red flag.

John wal ked over to the table warily and asked, "Yes? \Wat
can | do for you?"

"Monsieur... That girl. She is mne! Stay away. Stay
away fromher!" He was slurring and obviously drunk



He thought that the man nust have m staken himfor sonmeone
el se. "You don't nean Yvette the English anbassador's nmid, do
you?"

"Yes, yes, of course | nean her, you FOOL! Stay AWAY from
my girl. Sheis for ne only!™ His voice was taking on a vicious
t one.

John One was not a drinker and had little experience dealing
with drunks. He decided to try reasoning with him "Yvette has
no relationship with anyone el se right now, so she cannot be your
girl. You nust have ne mxed up with soneone el se.™

Hearing John repeatedly nunbling English for his conputer-
ears then speaking French, affected the man oddly. He tw sted
his head and his face contorted into a disgusted | ook, "What is
wong with you? You are mad! | think |I should beat some sense
into you!" He rose slowy, weaving a little, and grabbed the
wi ne bottle with his right hand. He swung it backward, obviously
preparing a mghty bl ow for John

John felt disbelief at how intinmately circunstances were
turning out, even though he was thousands of years back in the
past, in an era that should al ready have been past and turned to
dust. However, he was a well-trained fighter with excell ent
refl exes; a suprenme warrior of Infinity City's Mlitia Guard.
John rel axed into conbat nbde as the man swung the bottle toward
him He shot out his left hand in a lightening fast knife-punch
to the wist of the man's armthat was wildly sw nging toward
him The man's hand sprung open and the bottle flew away,
shattering across the cafe porch.

The man snarled and then nade a drunken lunge for John with
both hands. The table was already in the man's way so John
qui ckly swung his right armup to the right side of the man's
neck and, pressing in, deflected the man's lunge so that he went
pai nful ly crashing over the table which tipped over tossing him
down to the porch which he rolled off of, falling down into the
dust of the street.

There was a shout at the cafe doorway and the owner appeared
hol ding a | antern and wavi ng a bl underbuss in a threatening
manner. “What is going on out here? Ah, Monsieur John Onel

What is happeni ng?" Then, he saw the young ruffian rising
shakily out of the street. "Louis Igrette! | mght have known!
Causing nore trouble | see. Monsieur One, are you all right?" he
sai d | ooki ng at John

John replied, "Yes, I'"'mfine. | think he's drunk. He threw
a bottle at ne. It seens he doesn't want ne to be friends with
Yvette, the English anbassador's maid."

Cust eau | ooked around his cafe porch, seeing the overturned
tabl e and broken glass. He pointed the large gun at Louis
Igrette, "OFf with you, young hoodlum before I call the
gendarmes. You are |ucky you broke nothing nore than a bottle.
There are too many of you young troubl e makers around these
days. "



The drunken Igrette ignored Custeau and made a clunsy | eap
at John fromthe street, but smashed his shin against the edge of
the porch and toppled over to fall at John's feet. Custeau
shouted, "Tap his head a few times with your boot, Monsieur! He
cannot think straight!"

John reached down to the man and offered his hand, "Here,
now. You've had too nuch alcohol. You are inebriated."” But the
man pul l ed hinself painfully up, brushing away John's hand. He
shook his finger at John, "Just stay away from her, you fool!"

He turned toward the cafe owner, spat on the porch, whirled
drunkenly about and reeled away into the night.

"Young raging bull! Wy doesn't he find honest work I|ike
yoursel f, Monsieur One? Here, let ne get you a rel axing
drink..."

"No, no thank you, Monsieur Custeau. |'mvery tired and
just want to sleep.” He left Custeau to clean up the cafe porch
and went up to his little roomwhere he tugged off the strange
fitting local clothing and fell into the bed, going to sleep

al nost i nmedi at el y.

CHAPTER 11 - AT THE GALLERY

John saw Monsi eur Raton's fine collection of paintings and
drawi ngs the next day. Based on what John had | earned fromthe
hi storical section of his ship conmputer's atom c nmenory regarding
ancient art, it was a fine collection. They discussed the
busi ness of art collection until John had a cl ear idea of what he
was | ooking for.

Monsi eur Rat on now got busy contacting various deal ers and
artists around the country. John found hinself free to explore.
Monsi eur Raton leant hima rickety but workable bicycle allow ng
John to tour around the little town and the surroundi ng
countryside. It also let himdiscreetly quickly shuttle back and
forth between the town and his ship.

Every few days when sonething interesting would arrive at
Monsi eur Raton's shop, John would purchase it, carefully roll up
the canvas artwork, wap it in burlap, then ride off with the
bundl e stowed in his bicycle' s basket, storing the precious
ancient relic back in his ship. He told those that asked, that
his ship was docked at a secret place, not too far away
downri ver.

And he began to see Yvette regularly at the cafe each
aft ernoon during her nmistresses' nap. Holding her hand at the
table, that soft delightful touch and her gay conversation, nade
himfeel alive in a way he had never felt before. Wen he would
| ook up and see her approaching the cafe smling, his whole world
woul d burst into brightness, as if the sun had just cone out from
behi nd a dark cl oud.

He found hinmself trying to think of a way to be alone with



her. Unfortunately, between working at the anmbassador's
resi dence and tendi ng her hel pl ess nother, Yvette was left only
an hour or two each afternoon

One afternoon however, they were both over at the art
dealer's gallery and John was show ng her some amazi ng new wor ks
that had just arrived. The local telegraph boy rushed in with a
nmessage for Monsieur Raton. It seened that an inportant contact
in Paris had the chance to buy out an entire collection froma
gallery that was goi ng out of business. The art dealer
transl ated the tel egraph for John

"‘Dallet Gallery to go out of business. Dallet has
i medi ate opportunity abroad. WIIl sell entire collection but

only today. WIIl wait one hour for reply. -- Gaston.'" He
waved the telegraph in the air and spoke excitedly to John, "This
is a marvel ous collection! | have seen it nyself. But it will

be very expensive, Monsieur One. That fool Gaston! Purchasing
so many costly ol der pieces hinmself instead of selling on
consignnent... | TOLD himit would one day be his ruin!"

John still had plenty of treasure left. So, making a suave
gesture with his hand he cried, "Buy it, Monsieur Raton!" He
grinned over at Yvette hoping she woul d be inpressed, and found
her 1 ooking up at himw th such open admiration that he felt
slightly enbarrassed.

Monsi eur Raton hurried out the door with the tel egraph boy.
John and Yvette watched them go then | ooked at each ot her
Yvette said, "So, we are finally alone, Mnsieur One." And, she
tilted her pretty face up toward his and | ooked deeply into his
eyes.

He took her hands in his and felt a hot burst of excitenent
flash through his body. Her lips were full and inviting, and he
was so very much in love. He gently |eaned down, touching his
lips to hers. They were soft and warm and so very full and
yi el ding. The nonment was a mmgi ¢ experience. They gazed into
each others eyes while they kissed. Her eyes slowy closed as if
she was bei ng overwhel ned. He experienced the soft, sweet
noi st ness of her breath and felt intoxicated by this intinmacy
that he had been | onging for

She pulled his arms behind her and he w apped them around
and slowy tightened her up in his strong enbrace. She npaned in
delight at being conmpletely in his control

She broke fromthe kiss and nuzzled into his neck where the
warnth of her breath sent electric shivers of pleasure through
him Then they kissed again. And, again!

After a time, John thought of the little studio in the back
of the gallery with a couch used by Mnsieur Raton's infrequent
nodel s.

He had just begun to lead Yvette in this direction when he
heard a cough from behind him They both turned to find that

Monsi eur Raton had returned. Yvette blushed with enbarrassment
and announced that she had to go and hel p prepare di nner next



door at Monsieur Philip's. She slipped past Mnsieur Raton and
di sappear ed.

Monsi eur Rat on announced that the purchase of the art
gall ery had been made. He broke out a bottle of wine to
cel ebrate and John worked hard at acting pl eased..

After the large shipment of paintings, draw ngs and franes
arrived fromthe Dallet gallery, John found hinmself very busy
careful |y wrapping everything and transporting it out to his
ship. He was naking so many trips a day that his route becane
conspi cuous to a certain undesirabl e observer

Late one evening, the third day of his frequent trips to his
ship, he set out with one of the last loads. It was a warm hum d
ni ght and he quickly broke into a sweat as he maneuvered the
primtive bicycle along the rode to the ship.

He approached the dark gl oony shape of the coliseumand it
| oomed up before him He | ooked inside the archway entrance
remenberi ng when he had first seen Yvette there, but he could see
nothing in the darkness. For sone reason he suddenly felt
appr ehensi ve and noved on, turning into the road | eading through
the wall and back to his ship.

There were not many trees in this rural pasture-land and he
was approaching one of the few Night had fallen, giving the
tree the appearance of a gigantic black rmushroom agai nst the
starry night sky. He had just passed the tree when he spotted a
| og placed across the road. The primtive bicycle had no brakes
so John turned quickly to try to avoid crashing agai nst the |og.
He | ost bal ance, but easily junped off the bike still holding the
handl e bars to prevent the bike fromtipping and possibly
damagi ng his delicate cargo. Unfortunately, his foot caught on a
branch stub sticking out of the log. John tripped forward over
the log and had to let go of the bike as he hit the ground. His
refl exes turned the fall into a shoulder-roll, saving himfrom
| andi ng on, and possibly breaking, his wist.

But, as a he picking hinmself up, he heard a grunt from
behi nd and soneone crashed into him sendi ng hi msmashi ng back
into the ground. It was a heavyset man who roared with delight
as he pinned his victimbelow him John felt his left arm scrape
the road pretty roughly as he broke his fall. His right arm was
free so he gathered his strength and jerked it backward in an
el bow smash. It hit sonething soft and the man on top of him
gave a deep grunt. John twi sted over and the big man toppl ed
of f.

John junped up to find three other dark menaci ng shapes
encircling him One said in a |low, scratchy voice shaking with
passion, "W will see who is the best now, ny friend. | warned
you! Now, you will pay ne all that | want fromyou. Your noney
and your life! M/ friends and | will say that we saw you sailing
away down the Rhone. But really, it will be your dead body
floating away!" John started to reach for his pocket, then
realized with shock and frustration that he had forgotten to
recover his handgun the day of the bullfight -- Yvette had so



filled his mnd..

The scratchy voi ced one was addressing his associates: "He
has gold and silver and jewels all over him ny friends. He is
ours for the taking!" Wth that, they were upon himnm

John leapt to the right and smashed into the man closing in
on that side, surprising him The man didn't | ose his bal ance
t hough, and began to grab at John who quickly balled up his right
hand tightly and back-fisted the man in the face. John crushed
the man's nose. The man screaned, letting go of John to grab at
his face. John grabbed hi m about the waist and swung hi m around
bet ween hinself and the other assail ants.

The remaining two just threw their cohort aside and junped
si mul t aneously at John who was just getting his footing. They
grabbed at him The one on John's left began pumreling John's
side. John heard "I kill you! | kill you, now" as his
conputer-ears dutifully translated each guttural yell fromthe
man who John now recogni zed as Igrette. The other man was
wr appi ng hi s hands around John's neck

They were both in front and slightly to the sides of him
and in so close that he could not get his fists free enough to
punch. The man on the right was beginning to squeeze John's neck
hard. John could not get his hands up to fight off the choking
grip. But his legs were free. He shifted his weight to his left
leg, lifted the right |eg and snap-kicked down onto the top of
the man's foot. The man shook with the pain that burst up from
his smashed foot, though he held his grip around John's neck

John's left side was going nunb fromthe pumeling of the
other man. John suddenly arched backwards and lifted his knees
to unbal ance the two attackers. It worked! They began toppling
over onto him Wth incredible spit-second intuition, John
jerked both arms back then pushed his fists up against both nens
solar plexi. They all fell over; as John's elbows cane to an
abrupt stop against the grassy ground the full falling weight of
the nmen sl ammed John's rock-hard fists into the extrenely
vul nerabl e soft spot in the mddle of each chest, between the
di aphragm and the sternum He heard both of them sharply exhale
a wet cough and each fell away from him gasping for breath.

John leapt to his feet. The two that had fallen away were
nmovi ng sl ow y, coughing wetly and maki ng horri bl e breat hing
sounds. They would not have their breath back for many m nutes!
The one who's nose John had smashed was kneeling a short distance
away hol ding his face and sobbing in pain. But where was the big
one that had first attacked hin®

From behi nd him he heard a sickeningly gleeful voice, "And
now, | cut you, Mnsieur!" John |ooked over his shoul der behind
himto see an armraising a large throwing knife high in the air,
the blade glinting om nously in the noonlight and starlight.

John was di zzy from bei ng choked; his body stiff from being
pumrel ed and fallen upon by two nen. He tried to nove out of the
way as the powerful armsent the knife down on its swift decent
toward his back.



Suddenl y, a trenendous explosion erupted with a fire-burst
fromthe side that nonmentarily Iit up the big man's leering face
and hairy knife arm Then, a terrible scream and John heard the
big man crash down to the ground on his other side. There was a
horri bl e choking, gurgling sound -- and then silence.

John turned toward the source of the explosion. Someone
turned up a lantern and John could see three other nmen. He
crouched and brought his fists up before him Then he heard a

fam liar voice shouting, "Mnsieur One! Mbnsieur One, it is I,
Custeau!™ And with over-whelning relief, John recognized

Monsi eur Custeau standing in the lantern Iight, holding his stil
snoki ng bl underbuss. John rel axed, took a deep breath and waved
at his rescuers.

"Monsi eur One," Custeau cried. "Are you all right? Are you
hurt ?"

John's throat was very sore and his side was brui sed and
al so sore, but he felt no sharp pains anywhere. "I'mall right.
These nen were behind the tree there..."

Custeau cane forward, "Yes, yes! M friends -- our two
gendarmes -- and | followed themall the way out here! | saw
t hem wat chi ng you today, all day long. And yesterday, also! |
knew t hey were up to no good. When | saw them getting together
tonight, | went out ny back door with ny blunderbuss and found ny
two good friends Jacques and Paul here and we foll owed t hem
per haps al nost at too safe a distance for you, eh? Heh, heh!
never went to America, but there is still alittle adventure here
in France, eh?"

One of the gendarmes held the lantern up and cl osely peered
at the big man on the ground. John saw a gory ness. The
gendarme grunted, "This one is dead. Good! One less to tie up
and send to the bastille."

The ot her added, "Monsieur Undertaker will be busy all night
buil ding a big, big box for that one, huh?" The other one
chuckl ed and they set to work tying up the remaining three
assail ants.

But suddenly, lgrette |l eapt out of their grip, ran to the
corpse of the big man and yanked the big knife out of the dead
hand that was still clutching it. He turned toward the
gendarmes, his face a mask of vicious hatred in the lantern
light. "You turds, Jacques and Paul. You have al ways sickened
me. You parade around and act so righteous, fooling the girls so
that they always | ook at you! You! YOU'" H's voice had risen
to an eery, high pitched scream He began his attack of the two
gendar mes, who stood frozen in slack-jawed confusion

Just before Igrette was upon them there was another
expl osion and burst of fire as the Custeau's nighty bl underbuss
went of f again.

John heard one of the gendarnes exclaimsonmething in a
whi sper and John | ooked down to see the fallen body of Igrette



wi t hout a head. John | ooked over to where the remains of the
head were spread through the grass, and then quickly | ooked away.
He | ooked over at Custeau who smiled happily, began noddi ng and
said, "Hah! Look inside the bell of my blunderbuss. There are
two barrels!™ He grimaced seriously. "So. No nore trouble from
these worthless rats. Arles is no place for young no-goods."

One of the gendarmes said shakily, "Monsieur Custeau, you
make a |l ot of work for 'Mnsieur The Undertaker' tonight!"

The gendarmnes tied up the other two and | ed them away, one
linping with a broken foot, the other still hol ding his bl oody
nose. John and Custeau fol |l owed them back to town.

* * *

John and Custeau sat on the porch of the cafe each with a
strong drink and indeed heard ' Monsi eur Undertaker' in his
woodshop sawi ng and hanmmrering late into the night.

CHAPTER 12 - THE PARTI NG

The incident with the young ruffians, and their resulting
deat hs, caused John a great deal of inner turnoil. He was
causing an awful |ot of change back in this time. Wat if it
resulted in some kind of cosmic problemlike the G and Danes
al ways warned the Infinity City Adventurers about? He began
feeling the urge to | eave.

But there was sweet Yvette. What a pretty, delicate flower!
So full of inner nusic and |ove!l He wanted to take her back and
had even began telling her, in general terms, how wonderful life
was in Infinity Gty, his home. Sensing the direction of his
t hought s, however, she would renind himthat she had her nother
to take care of.

He t hought about |eaving the remrai nder of his treasures with
her nother, but even with her nother taken care of, how woul d he
explain to the authorities who Yvette was? Someone brought from
the past? That woul d cause extraordinary trouble. The G and
Dames woul d be furious! And for what reason? LOVE?! Deirdre,
Grand Dame of his own family, would be greatly upset over such
i rresponsi bl e behavior froma Larsch

One day, he was touring the countryside on the borrowed
bi cycl e pondering these dil emmas and al so admiring the beautifu
country side of nmother Earth. The brightness of the blue sky and
the puffy clouds. The lazy waving grasses of the neadows and
fields. A nmultitude of animals always here and there, up in the
sky and on the ground. He stopped to watch a farner guiding a
team of horses pulling a shiny, steel plow. He paid John no heed
and just kept turning the ground over and over

John's treasures had dwi ndled down and it was too late to
of fer to support for Yvette's nother. Wth a deep sigh, John
realized that there was nothing he could do but tell Yvette it
was tinme for himto go, and tine for themto break things off.



He heaved hinmself up on the bicycle and peddl ed for Arles.

It was the afternoon and as usual he waited for her on the
porch of the cafe. There was a huge welling of enption inside
him He thought about just taking her aboard his ship and flying
away to live on sone other world. But at this time, no other
human worl ds existed yet! To take her to another world, he would
have to sail back to the black hole to Infinity Cty, enter it,
then imredi ately | eave again taking the 90 degree vector back
into the universe at the point in time of the ever unfurling
present; or even a different vector into the recent past. But
such a strange maneuver would arouse the Mlitia Guard to send up
fightercraft to follow, rendezvous and investigate... 1t was al
too conplex for John who preferred life to flow snoothly and
wi t hout conplicati on.

He coul d stay here, but then his supply of the PILL OF LIFE

woul d run out -- he would 'catch' aging and eventually die. And
what was worse, he would have to watch sweet Yvette catch aging,
grow old and die. He shivered. How could they all live so

pl easantly with the inevitable prospects of aging and dyi ng?
What a tragic tinel

Then suddenly, strong feelings of discipline clanped down.
He t hought about his uncle who was counting on him and the other
Adventurers in the famly awaiting his triunphant return. And
how triunphant it would be! H's ship's hold was near to bursting
with valuable relics of the past. Al so, the video scanners in
his computer-ears had recorded all the beautiful scenery and al
the interesting people and conversations, storing it al
permanently in atom c nmenory. John nmade a nental note to edit
t hese recordings on the way hone, erasing away any foolish scenes
of intimacy that no one needed to see.

Yes, it was tine to say good-bye to Yvette. He took a deep
sad breath finally feeing at peace with his decision. But where
was Yvette? It was well past the tinme when she usually came by.
Why, it was al nost sunset! He stood, wal ked to the edge of the
porch of the cafe and | ooked off down the street. Parked in
front of the residence of the Anbassador's cousin, he saw a | arge
coach with a team of eight horses sw nging their heads and
stanping their feet. Footmen were |oading trunks and boxes. Was
t he anbassador goi ng away?

John One hopped down to the street and began wal ki ng toward
the coach. The footnen were clinbing aboard. Now, the
anbassador hinself hurried fromthe house to coach, turned,
beckoned to the house rapidly with his armand clinbed inside.
From the house cane his wife hastily followed by Yvette carrying
a satchel and sone boxes.

John called out, but Yvette just |ooked blankly in his
direction and then followed the lady into the coach. Were were
t hey going in such haste?

John broke into a trot and arrived beside the coach just as
t he coachman was settling hinself into the driving seat, tugging
| oose the brake lever. The stately coach was painted gl ossy
bl ack and decorated with ornate brass fittings. The wheels and
spokes were bright yellow



John | ooked into the open wi ndow nearest himjust as Yvette
| ooked out. "John!" she said with a harried but sorrowful |ook
The anbassador | eaned over toward the wi ndow and rai sed his bushy
gray eyebrows, "My boy, a serious affair of state has devel oped
back in Paris and we nust return i mediately! Just received word
barely two hours ago. Don't know how | ong we shall all be gone,"
and he | ooked at Yvette significantly, then back at John. "Hope
to see you again someday. N ce to have nmet you and good | uck
with your art!"

Hs wife also | eaned forward, "If you are ever in Paris,
young man, do drop by the enbassy!"

John stood stunned. This wasn't the way he wanted to say
good-bye. It was all out of his hands. He stanmmrered, "Yvette,
you' re going?..."

Yvette | ooked into his eyes and whi spered, "I know | won't
see you again!" Then her eyes filled with tears and she turned
away.

The anbassador ordered, "Coachman, away!"

The was not hing John could do. He dug his hands into his
pockets, grabbed what renmaining gold there was and cri ed,
"Yvette, take this!" thrusting what ingots he had through the
wi ndow. Yvette turned to him her eyes blinking with tears. She

took the ingots. "Thank you, ny good friend. | shall never
forget you!"

The coachman shouted at his team and cracked his whip. The
coach and sweet Yvette pulled away, loudly rattling off down the
street, the rear of the coach brightly ablaze with the reflection
of the sinking golden sun

John waved his hand slowy and said al oud, "Good-bye,
beautiful Yvette, ny love." H's conputer-ears reported, "No
audi ence detected..." And, John thought: 'Yes, there's no one
to listen anynore.'

He stood for a long time | ooking in the direction the coach
had di sappeared. The sun had set. Stars cane out. He |ooked up
and sought out the little constellation in which lay the bl ack
hole to Infinity City. It was time to go hone...

CHAPTER 13 - THE RESCUE

The next afternoon, John returns to his ship with a few
| ocal works purchased with his few remaining silver pieces, al
strapped to the back of his prinmitive bicycle. The artists are
unknowns but he has becone charmed by | ocal works and believes
they will sell equally well back at Infinity City.

Hi s bicycle bunps along the road toward the ship. The
afternoon sun is warm and the pastoral countryside is aglow with
life. Then, the nearby firing of a gun! He leaps fromthe



bicycle and rolls into the grass beside the road, again
instinctively reaching for his own side armthat he had forgotten
to recover after losing it under the bull! He curses hinself
silently for not recovering the weapon. Wy had he been so
negligent? Yvette..

Not hi ng is heard except the spinning back wheel of the
bicycle as it lays on its side and the rustling breeze through
the grass. The shot cane fromthe left of the road. |In that
direction he sees the meadow rise to a low nearby hill with a
br oken down barn-like structure at the top

Hi story has been witten and he knows he is not needed in
this time. This matters not to John who, with automatic youthfu
conpassi on, junps up and heads toward the hill at a crouching
trot, face grim w shing he had his hand weapon. He is convinced
someone is being attacked and is in need of help.

He stops frequently and |istens but hears no one. \Wen he
gets to the low hill he | ooks all around but sees nothing
unusual . He begins circling, keeping his eye on the barn
structure. Then, on the other side of the barn he sees a
painter's easel fixed with a canvas and on the ground nearby a
crunpl ed, dark shape. A shiver creeps up his spine and the hairs
on his neck rise. He crouches |ower |ooking all around hi m but
sees no sign of anyone else. John quickly looks to the barn
Most of it is collapsed with thick green nbss growi ng over the
shady side. No one could easily retreat inside. Most likely, if
t he shape on the ground was soneone who had been shot, the
assail ant woul d have run off. Suddenly, John hears a barely
audi bl e groan fromthe direction of the easel and the fallen
figure. He looks around then trots off toward the easel

John finds a man on the ground. The man is |arge franed
t hough lean, alnost frail-looking. H's long | egs are spraw ed

this way and that. His face is contorted in pain. His hands
shakily clutch his belly. Blood can be seen between the
quivering fingers. The shabby clothing is soaked in it.

Wth a whisper John instructs his "ear conputers"” to begin
scanning for anyone else while he tries to help the nman on the
ground. He crouches to his knees and reaches inside his shirt
for the medical kit in a belt about his waist. The kit is very
thin and light, but carries an astoundi ng assortnment of survival
items especially for nedical first aid. He first takes a pain
relief crystal fromits holder, presses it to a rapidly pulsing
vein in the man's neck and waits while the crystal's on-board
conput er anal yzes the man's body then adnini sters a dosage of
pain killer. The man quickly relaxes into unconsci ousness. The
cauterizing instrunment in the medical kit begins chimng softly.
The pain relief crystal has broadcast its findings to the other
devices in the nedical kit. As John renoves the cauterizing
instrument, it begins speaking instructions to himin a high
pitched little voice. He pulls the man's hands away, unbuttons
t he bl ood-soaked coat, revealing a deep ugly belly wound. As per
instruction, he lightly begins stroking the area of the wound
with the cauterizing instrunent, back and forth. The bl ood
pul sing out quickly thickens into a solid, rust-brown covering
mass as the cauterizer introduces a chem cal agent and irradiates



the wound after setting its operating frequency, phase and
intensity for sterilization and healing properties.

H s EAR COWUTERS, nonitoring the medical kit commrunication
channel, informhimthat the man has suffered fatal interna
damage and rust be brought back to the ship for imediate
surgical attention and renoval of the bullet. Deeply worried the
man will die at any nmonment, John hurriedly renoves a stretcher-
net and its harness fromthe nedical kit. He begins pulling out
the elastic struts of the netting this way and that. The struts
harden to the strength of steel with exposure to the air. He
pulls the netting over the struts until he has a thin but strong
white stretcher-net, |ong enough and wi de enough to fit the nman.

Gently, he noves the man onto the net. He is very thin and
frail for a man his size. John quickly stashes the survival kit
back in his shirt. Then he squats down, grabs the stretcher-net
harness, turns around and slips into it. \Wen he |aboriously
stands and the stretcher-net -- bearing the unconscious victim --
lifts off the ground behind him Leaning forward, he marches off
down the road. Passing the easel his eye is caught by the half
finished, colorful work, but he has no tinme to think about it.

At the road, John begins trotting toward his ship -- at
| east a kilonmeter away -- with the stretcher-net sw nging
slightly in rhythmwith his gate. Wth the will power typical of
t he amazing people of Infinity City, John trots the whol e way,
shaki ng with exhaustion as he picks his way through the rocks to
the ship, carrying the unconscious stricken man.

Through his conputer-ears he radi os ahead to the ship's
conputer to open both outer and inner main hatches. He sets the
stretcher-net down, pulls aside the camouflage nesh, lifts the
stretcher-net back up, and staggers inside.

Getting the man up the stairs is a challenge. John fastens
all of the stretcher's body straps securely. He pauses to catch
his breath. Then, he tilts the man and stretcher up against the
stairs, clinbs above, twi sts around until his back is to the
steep stairway, and begins |ugging the heavy burden up to the
conbi nati on pilot roomand living quarters. Wth great relief he
deposits the litter on his bunk. Quickly, he goes to a storage

| ocker, renoves a portable nedical surgical unit, and lugs it
over to the bunk. He fits it over the man's wound and activates
it. The unit, wider than a man, rests on the edges of the bunk
and covers the man fromchest to crotch. |Its display screen
cones to life and John hears nechani cal whirring sounds as the
machi ne' s robotic devices prepare for surgery. And the surgery
begi ns!

John pays close attention to the screen. For each step of
the surgery the machine displays the related details and then
requests manual authorization before proceeding. A nedica
doctor would use his training, experience and intuition to guide
t he machi ne, but John can only keep punching the AUTHORI ZATI ON
button letting the machine's default progranm ng handl e the
wound.

Suddenly, the screen displays a cryptic nedical question in



om nous, blinking red characters! It nmakes no sense to John. He
has no idea what the answer is! He hits the AUTHORI ZATI ON
button, but the nmachine just displays a small |ine reading:

' RESPONSE REQUI RED!

Frantically, he | ooks about the pilot roomas if seeking the
consul tation of a doctor. But of course, he is al one, except
for the unconscious man |lying on the bunk, breath comng in
ragged gasps.

The machi ne begi ns chimng softly and John | ooks down at the
display to find another |ine displayed reading: 'DELAY OF
PENDI NG STEP NOT ALLOAED. PROBABI LI TY OF DEATH W LL BE GREATER
THAN 50% | N: 25 SECONDS.'

And, the display of seconds begins to count down. 24..
23... John | ooks at the patient whose face is now deathly pale.
He | ooks back at the machine. What can he do?! 15... 14..
13...

The control panel! He |ooks closely at the key pad buttons
that activate special functions. There is one narked
RECOMVENDATI ON.  John stabs the button. 5... 4... 3... "The
machi ne nust be thinking up a recommendati on!” he hoarsely
whi spers out | oud.

Suddenly, the screen shows a little w ndow of text
contai ning instructions. 2... There is too much to renenber!
1... He cannot type all that in! 0... The control panel! He
spots the fanmiliar editing commands CUT, COPY, & PASTE

The blinking red nessage above the text w ndow changes to:
' PROBABI LI TY OF DEATH: 58%'"

John presses the button marked COPY. The text w ndow
di sappears leaving the display as it was before, awaiting
instructions. 63%.. He punches the button marked PASTE. The
di spl ay changes to: '|INSTRUCTI ONS ACCEPTED. | MPLEMENTATION I N
PROGRESS. PROBABI LI TY OF DEATH: 75%'"'

John holds his breath. H's heart beats so hard he feels it
fromhead to toe. He hears a rushing sound in his ears. He
stares at the display screen until the characters begin to swim
The death probability is not changing! And then: 'PROBABILITY
OF DEATH. 63%'

And, a few nonents later: 'PROBABILITY OF DEATH 50%"'

And then, no change for a great many seconds. This is
maddeni ng! John cl enches his shaking fists, lifts themslowy up
underneath his chin.

Then, the om nous messages on the screen disappear and it
returns to the old pattern of displaying details and
aut horization requests. John quickly noves his finger to the
AUTHORI ZATI ON button, presses it, and | eaves his finger resting
on it so that he can grant authorizations as fast as possible.

The surgery continues for a long tinme...



Finally, the nachi ne announced conpl eti on of a successfu
surgery with a 100% recovery forecast! It also requested
i medi ate repl acenent of its surgical waste sack. John |eaned
back with a great sigh. The surgery had taken over two hours and
John found hinself drenched with sweat, stiff fromhis cranped
position crouched over the bunk, and exhausted. John wearily
repl aced the nachine's clear plastic waste sack, noticing the
shiny bullet in the disposed bag.

He | ooked at the man's face. The man was pale and so stil
t hat John doubl e checked the surgery machi ne's readout to nake
sure he was alive. John took a deep breath and tried to talk
hinself into a shower before a long sleep in the auxiliary bunk

Suddenly, he jerks over to stare at the man's face again.
Short red hair. Red beard. The year is 1890, near Arles,
France. Could it be Vincent Van Gogh, the nost fampus ancient
artist of all time? VAN GOGH Adrenalin blasts away fatigue.
Realization lifts his mind to a state of youthful excitenent.
The shot! Van Gogh shot hinself in the stomach in 1890 in a
suicide attenpt. The village nearby was Arles. The easel. He
was definitely a painter. Paint was even sneared here and there
on his clothes!

It was inpossible! To just happen to be nearby when Vi ncent
Van Gogh fired the shot that ended the work of the nost fanpus
artist of all tine!

But maybe this wasn't him He had not seen any snoking gun
Maybe just the victimof a jealous lover. He forced his sleepy
mnd to think. Arles? Sonething was wong with that. He tried
to remenber what he had | earned studying the annal s of ancient
art on the voyage over. John's exhaustion seeped back into him
He woul d have to wait for the nan to regain consciousness. No,
this probably was one of France's many, naneless artists. He
pul | ed down the spare bunk, clinmbed in to sleep, foregoing the
shower .

CHAPTER 14 - AWAKENI NG

John awoke suddenly at the sound of an exclamation fromthe
opposi te bunk where lay his rescued stranger. The stranger was
| ooki ng around in w de-eyed awe. But there was no fear..

John got up slowy so as not to frighten the man, raised his
hand and smled. The man stared at him Cbviously, he was
recovering well fromhis wound and surgery.

John proceeded slowy to the machi ne over the stranger. It
reported excellent progress and could be renoved fromthe patient

if the patient remained quiet. John had no intention of renoving
t he nmedi cal nmachi ne!

The patient asked John sonething in an awful sounding
| anguage. John instructed the ship's conputer, "Conputer



transl ate what this other man has said and anything he says in
the future.”

The conputer responded, "Acknow edged.” Then, switching to
a likeness of the stranger's own voice, "What is happening here.
| don't know any of this."

John asked, "Conputer, what |anguage is he using?"

The conputer replied, "Language called 'Dutch,' used by
i ndi gent popul ation of the country Netherlands and its col onies.”

The man lying on the bunk lifted his head and said, "I speak
English. Wo is the other? | cannot see him" *3.
John thought fast. "He's in another room W did not want

to bother you with too many people. How do you feel?"

He | ooked at John for a few nonments then sank back into the
bunk and heaved a deep sigh. Looking straight above hinself, he
said, "I feel | amnot dead."

"No, you are quite well. | found you lying near a hill.
You had been shot... Can you tell me who m ght have shot you?"

The man now | ooked very tired. He stared at John, then
after sometine | ooked around and asked, "Wiere is this place? |Is
thi s hospital ?"

John said, "A small one. A place to heal you. Can you tel
me what happened to you?" The man just stared at himagain with
atight-lipped burning intensity.

The nedical unit signaled John with a soft chine. Its
di splay reported that the patient was undergoing stress and that
sedati on was reconmended. John pressed the AUTHORI ZATI ON key.
After a few nmonents, the nan was asl eep.

John went over to the control console and said, "Conputer
show any pictures of Vincent Van Gogh, one at a tine, for five
seconds each."

The conputer paused, searching its atom c nenory, then
slowy paraded two bl ack and white boyhood phot ographs; severa
self-portraits of the haunting, gloony Vincent Van Gogh, sone in
odd col ors though all reflecting Van Gogh's nysterious geni us;
and finally one nmore low quality black and white photograph
showing a tall man wearing a dark suit and tall black hat
standing in a field. John said, "Show and hold the very | ast
self-portrait he painted." The conputer went back to this
picture -- the general features and characteristics |ooked Iike
the man on the bunk, though the portrait's eyes seened | arger
Then John ordered, "Conputer, show the | ast photograph again."
He stared at the rough imge. "Conputer, enhance i mge. Renove
i nconsi stent video data. Extrapolate any valid detail." An
instant later, the picture cleared up considerably though with
little added detail. "Zoomin and just show the face of the man
wearing the hat." The face expanded to fill the viewscreen. It
was barely a face at all with so little detail. John One had an
i dea. "Conputer, copy all facial details fromthe nman |lying here



on the bunk onto the face on the screen; filter out any details

that are inconsistent with the image already on the screen.”
This time, the image turned into the face on the bunk, though
younger | ooki ng. John One nodded to hinself.

Next, John spent several hours scanning any information
related to Vincent Van Gogh. He found a transcription of the
hundreds of ancient letters witten between Van Gogh and his
famly and friends, all stored in the conputer's vast, archival
atom c nenory. He then read over a biographical synopsis. His
cause of death was definitely froma pistol shot to the stomach,

just like the man in the bunk. Why he had shot hinself was open
to specul ati on and nmost sources believed there were severa
contributing factors, both psychol ogi cal and physical. He also

| earned that Van Gogh had died in a town called Auvers-sur-Q se
far amay fromArles, clear on the other side of Paris! This
coul d not possibly be Van Gogh.

John had an idea. He went over to the nmedical unit and
requested a conpl ete body scan of the man. A small panel slid
aside in the unit revealing a hand scanner. The display
i nstructed John to scan the body. John scanned the unconsci ous
head, still lying on its side, fromseveral angles. The nedica
unit chinmed softly and the screen reported a massive |eft inner-
ear infection. A w ndow of text was al so displayed full of
conpl ex medi cal term nology. Some of it he could understand.
"Qt her nmassive pan-cranial viral infections. Cirrhosis of the
liver. Massive buildup of various poisons and toxins. The
begi nni ngs of enphysena.” It was a wonder -- no, a mracle, a
tribute to his amazingly strong constitution, that the poor man
was alive!

And then, he renmenbered the ear. The nman's head was on its
side. The exposed ear was perfectly fine. John could not
renmenber anythi ng unusual about the other ear when he had rescued
him but then again, his attention had been on any possible
attacker and then the struggle of getting himback to the ship
for surgery. He gingerly turned the head over. \Where there
shoul d have been an ear he saw only a grotesque flap of flesh.

John thought to himself, "This IS Van Gogh! | knowit!"
The history record nust be inaccurate. He nmust have lost his
m nd and shot hinself outside of ARLES! Wth everything that was
wong with him especially the viral infections within his very
brain, it was no wonder he had becone a nadman. Then, a wldly
advent urous thought popped into his mind: "I could have the
nmedi cal unit cure the infections and then bring himback to
Infinity Cty!"™ He |ooked at what remai ned of the |left ear and
felt sure it could be successfully rebuilt by synthetic surgery.
Why had he cut it off?l  The historical facts he remenbered were
vague; somrething about a woman... |If he brought Van Gogh with
him he would have the chance to ask

O, he could |l eave himhere on Earth to continue his
pai nting. But once John left the universe, re-entering the black
hole to Infinity Cty, all changes he had caused back on Earth
woul d cease to exist -- phenonenally, all objects brought into
the black hole fromthe past would remain in existence. Van
CGogh, if left behind on Earth, would be alive one nonment and then



as soon as John One entered the black hole's event horizon --
maybe even sooner according to sone theories -- Van Gogh woul d
once again be dead and buried, exactly as if John had never cone
to ancient Earth.

John One was the prinmary cause for all changes he brought
about in this tenmporal slice of the universe. The nmonent he |eft

it, all would be as it was when the ancestors of Infinity Cty's
popul ation originally lived here.

One theory held that the universe began 'repairing the
changes due to a tinme travel er before he left through a bl ack
hole -- like sonmeone tearing the fabric of a tapestry with a
knife and the tear magically nending itself just few inches
behind the ripping knife; the 'repairs' to the universe due to a
time traveler mght only be a minute behind him or a second, or
a day -- no one on Infinity Gty had ever dared any experinent to
prove the theory.

In any case, John inmgined that a Van Gogh produci ng new
wor ks back on Infinity Gty would be far nore val uabl e than
anything el se he could find here on Earth. He decided, as many
young nen woul d, that any plan this exciting nust be the right
one to take. Once he and Van CGogh passed into the black hole al
woul d be as it was back on that ancient Earth; Yvette would have
no nmore nenory of John; the hoodlumlIgrette would be alive again
to perhaps one day win Yvette's heart; all the paintings John
had purchased woul d again be back in their original art galleries
and studi os. But Van Gogh would be alive again, on Infinity
Cityl And with his naddeni ng di sease cured and the PILL OF LIFE
avai |l abl e, he would go on painting forever

He began giving the computer instructions to ready the ship
for ascent. By the tine the man on the bunk was consci ous agai n,
the ship would be in deep space sailing for Infinity Cty! He
qui etly opened the hatch in the pilot roomceiling and went up to
begin taking in the canoufl age mesh. .

CHAPTER 15 - UP FROM EARTH

Up rose the struts! Qut billowed the gravitonic sails! The
whi ne of the gravitonic field effect generator rose as it
overcanme the tremendous gravitational mire of Earth. The
telltales on the conputer display spun nunbers up and down as the
conput er automatically conpensated for all the stressful affects
on the ship. Then slowy his beautiful sailship rose gracefully
into the sky.

Up and up, until the bright blue and fleecy cl ouds gave way
to darker indigo, then the brilliant stars and the stately
per petual bl ackness of space. John One swung the ship around to
catch the sun's mighty gravitonic stream Soon, the Earth began
to dwi ndl e behind and he reduced power to the gravitonic field
ef fect generator as the rough affects of Earth's gravity well
| essened and the snooth steady flow fromthe sun sent the ship
flying out at greater and greater speeds. He left the conmputer
in control. It was programed to head toward the nearby mgjor



gravitonic current that woul d eventually | ead himback to the
bl ack hole to Infinity Cty.

For the next day and a half he worked with the computer now
interfaced with the medi cal machine to diagnose and repair the
mal adi es within his passenger. The nedi cal machi ne kept Van Gogh
asleep as it injected dozens of biobots that swam through the
patient's body killing viruses, chenically pulverizing toxins
into inert constituents, and repairing what damage they coul d.
Back on Infinity Cty, John would get himan inmedi ate
prescription for the PILL OF LIFE and then his own i mmune system
working |li ke he was only 20 again, would fix every thing up as
good as new. His teeth were in terrible shape; many m ssing,
even in the front! Fortunately, back on Infinity Gty there was

areliable treatment for mssing teeth. The control genes for
growing adult teeth were sinple and easily stimulated. Any

m ssing tooth could be regrown as good as new, rmuch to the relief
of many a brawing Infinity Gty Adventurer

John realized with a shock that his own body must be
crawming with the viruses and bacteria of Earth. He quickly
injected hinmself with a platoon of the biobots and was rel eived
after a few hours when they reported to the computer that they
had found nothing. H's own inmmune system kept at naxinmm
efficiency by his youth (and in a year or two by the PILL OF
LIFE), had killed anything he had been exposed to.

The sailship's ventilation and cl eaning system were desi gned
to filter and destroy any airborn microscopic threats.

Finally, the conmputer announced it was working on a solution
that would require cranial surgery. After several hours of
conputation it signaled John that it was ready to perform an
operation with a 95% success forecast. John prepared the patient
as instructed by the nedical conputer, then noved the machi ne
forward until it was over the prone figure's head.

VWil e the operation was carried out, there was little for
John One to do. The medical conputer would signal if it needed
anyt hing. John sat on the bunk opposite, thinking about how
amazi ng and wonderful this situation was. He went to the
conput er and agai n began studyi ng the biographi cal notes about
Van CGogh.

After an hour, he checked the nedical conmputer's readout
whi ch reported that the operation was 85% conpleted. This tineg,
aut hori zation for each step of surgery was conming fromthe ship's
conput er instead of John

John wondered what he would do next. After the operation
he was sure the nedical conputer would keep the nan sedated for a
significant recovery tine. But what to do once he awoke? John
suddenly snapped his fingers as a very logical idea popped into
hi s head.

Heading to a storage | ocker containing nore of the works he
had gathered in France, he rummaged through the canvases until he
found some bl ank ones that he had planned to use hinself on the
| ong journey back. There was a professional set of paints that



he had acquired in another |ocker along with an easel. He set
all this up behind the co-pilot chair, then swivelled the chair
around to all ow anyone desiring to paint to sit confortably.

The nedi cal conputer chimed softly. John One went over and
reviewed the report on the operation now di splayed. Everything
had gone well. The infection had been eradicated and nost of the
severe danage to his brain had been repaired using synthesized
tissue. The patient would remain sedated for another 12 hours.

It was sleep cycle time anyway, so John crawled into the
auxiliary bunk. ..

CHAPTER 16 - BACK I N SPACE

Wien he awoke, he went about his standard routine around the
ship, waiting for the man to recover. The medi cal computer
finally signaled himthat it had begun the awakeni ng process.
When t he nedical computer was finished, announcing conplete and

safe recovery, John renoved and stowed it back in its place. He
sat down on the opposite bunk the patient to await his awakeni ng.

It was not long. The man stirred and blinked open his eyes.
He | ooked around, saw John, and his eyes began w dening with
fear. John quickly said in a friendly manner, "Do not be afraid.
| ama friend. Do you renember ne?"

The man, visibly cal ned at hearing John's voice, said, "Yes,
| remenber. A hospital, this is..." He |ooked away. "M head,
it is strange. It is lighter..."

"W heal ed a serious ear infection that you had."

""Infection'?"

"A di sease, a sickness deep inside your ear. Did you used
to have headaches?"

"Yes, many. | would wake up at night. Again and again. It
was mserable... It is now gone fromny head? It is all gone!
Yes, | can feel it! 1t... Feels fine. It feels fine!l" He
grinned and slowly rose to a sitting position. Looking around he
said, "But, this hospital is so strange. Am|l in Paris?"

"Not really. | will explain everything. But first, |I have

a special favor to ask."

"A favor? From ne?"

"Yes. In return for healing your ear, will you paint ny
portrait? As you can see, | have sone materials set up over

there."

Van CGogh | ooked at hi mand asked suspiciously, "How do you
know | am a painter?"

John One thought quickly. "There were painting supplies
where | found you in a field beside a barn. There was an easel



Your red beard. You are... Are you... M. Vincent Van Gogh?"

The man with the red beard | ooked away for nmoment. Then he
| ooked back at John and nodded. "Yes, | am Vincent Van GOGH, " he
answered, stressing the correct Dutch pronunciation of is |ast
nane. "But you can call me just VINCENT." Then | ooking
confused, he folded his hands before himand suddenly began
tal king rapidly, "Monsieur, painting is the only favor that |
could possibly grant. | have nothing else. And, | was thinking:
Do you expect noney to be paid by ne? | have no noney. But |
woul d happily paint. | feel very good. | feel better and better
as time passes. Maybe a miracle has happened.” And a timd
smle came to his face. Then it vanished. He |ooked down at the
floor with a tragic frowmn. "M/ head was so hurting nost of the
time. | had becone so usel ess, such a burden on ny poor brother
Theo. | kept thinking about the end. | DIDend it." He |ooked
up at John in shock. "I do not recall comng to you. How did
get here? Were was | before... before..."

John was stunned. It was indeed a suicide. This was
certainly Van Gogh. How could such a talented man conmit
sui ci de? He answered, "I found you lying on the ground. You had
been shot. | thought soneone el se had shot you. Did you shoot
your sel f?"

Cenching his fists, he shook his head with his eyes tightly
shut, "1 do not renenber! Such an act is horrible! But | had
been thinking of this many tines. The pain had been unbearabl e!"

John tried to soothe him "It is over now Try to rel ax.
There will be no nore pain." He inprovised, "You nust relax
after such a serious surgical procedure. Please, | set up the
easel for you to occupy your tine while the surgery heals. Do
you feel |ike painting?"

Van CGogh took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh

visibly calmng dowmn. "I would paint every waking hour, if | had
the tine, and the energy. It is ny life now Yes, let nme paint,
let me paint..." And with that, he stood fromthe bunk, | ooking
around at all the strange technol ogy, shaking his head. "I nust

be in a hospital for the very, very rich. This is all beyond ny
means. Wy did you help nme?"

"It is God's will for man to help fellow man." John knew of
Van Gogh's strong religious background and convictions. His
father had been the pastor of a church.

"Yes, yes. You are English, not French... What a strange
chair. So much nmetal..." He sat slowy, taking up the unused
palette in one hand. Wth the other hand, he picked up a tube of
pai nt and deftly opened it. He inhaled fromthe tube deeply.
"You can snell color, you know. | always know exactly what the
color will look like when | am done, by the snell." He sneared
some of the pignment onto the palette, then frowned up at the
indirect lighting elenents. "This light, it is pale. There are
no wi ndows to let nore Iight in?"

"I will bring nore light." John went to the conputer



consol e and typed in a command to bring the lighting up to

circadi an synchroni zation intensity. "This is as bright as it
is... outdoors."

"Yes, it is so bright. 1Is there gas?"

" Gas?"

"Gas. You know, to burn to make light."

"No," John answered. "It is electricity. Sonething very
new. "

"Wonderful. But | have heard of this "electricity,'" He
squinted at John. "Please, |ean against that wall... Fold your

arms. You can look at ne, if you wish. This never bothers ne!"
Wth that, he smashed the end of the tube against the canvas and
rapi dly began creating an i mage.

Sonet hing occurred to John. "M. Van Gogh! You speak

English and very well. But you are Dutch, | thought." *4.

He was silent for a few nonments while he painted. Then he
responded, "I went to England to learn.” Then he rmunbl ed
significantly, "...and | |earned what | did not know | woul d
learn..." Then with irritation, "Now be still, young man, and

| et me paint you!"

He switched to other tubes frequently, only using the
palette to check the col or of the pignents, never using a brush.
After a while, he even set the palette down and held severa
tubes in his left had, rapidly swapping with the active one in
his right. H s vigor rose. H's eyes blazed with tense urgency,

for he seemed in a great hurry. He constantly glanced at John
with short, sharp looks. His face flushed a bright red and his
lips noved as he nmuttered to hinmself. Sometines, he would utter
short, terse comments in French -- John wished he still wore his
conputer-ears to translate.

After about two hours, his pace began to slow. Soon, he no
| onger | ooked at John, but would study the painting for |ong
intervals without activity, then suddenly nmake a sharp jab with a
tube here, or tilt his head back, squint and delicately enhance
there. Finally, he took the brush that had sat unused, | ooked up
with his red eyebrows rai sed high, and asked, "Your nane, Sir?"
"John!" And he made sone nmarks at the bottom Beckoning, he
cried, "Cone see. You nmay hate it; you may like it." He took a
deep breath and swivelled the easel around.

Bef ore John was a bl azing likeness of hinself. Alivel
Motion without novenent. The face held such rel axed confidence,
such bol dness, yet with dignity. He was enbarrassed by what he
saw and how it nade him feel

An intense shiver ran up his spine. There could be no
doubt. This was genius standing out |ike a super-nova. He |let
his eyes nove down to the signature... and nore! A rare,
excl usive nessage with the signature: 'Thank you, John
Gateful ly, VINCENT.'



And John felt tears |eave his eyes.

CHAPTER 17 - VI NCENT

Yes, it was Vincent Van Gogh. The greatest artist of them
all was alive and well, had been rescued fromtinme, and was now
heading toward a virtually imortal life of fortune and fame back
inInfinity Gty. After several days, John decided that Vincent
had heal ed enough to wi thstand the shock of hearing the truth.

So one norning after breakfast, during Vincent's third cup of
coffee, he announced: "I have sonme shocki ng news for you,
Vincent". John's military influence led himto brutal nethods of
conmmuni cat i on.

"Yes, John?" Van CGogh frowned from across the table.

"You are aboard my... ship, and not in a hospital. | did
this to save your life; to keep you fromdying. W are heading
toward a | and you have never heard of, but where your art is

al ready well known."

Van CGogh raised his eyebrows, then | owered them and frowned.

"Yes, | was sure | was no longer in the Wrld. | feel alive, but
| rmust be dead and this is where | have gone. But this is not
Hel|. You have shown nercy by meking ne well. God's nercy. You
must be an angel. | knew when | first saw you that you were no
ordinary man. You |look too perfect. You act with such control
You are taking ne to heaven, | think." And he sipped his coffee.

"No, you are not dead. You were dying but | saved you.
am not an angel. | ama human |ike yourself. But Vincent, | am
not fromyour world. W are in a sailship heading toward ny
worl d. Have you ever |ooked up into the night sky and wondered
about the stars?"

"I have stared at the stars at night until | heard them
beckon to ne. They are alive, | think. But what world are you
fron? How can | go back to France?"

"Vincent, those stars are all other suns, with worlds going

around them just like the Earth goes around the sun. | AM FROM
ONE OF THOSE WORLDS. | cane to Earth in search of valuable art.
| was the man in Arles who was collecting all the paintings." He

paused to see Vincent's reaction

I nstead of shock, Vincent's eyes were sparkling with
delighted excitement at the realization that this nan was a
weal thy art collector. He had, after all, always been | ooking
for a rich patron. He was just too nuch a burden on the nmeager
resources of his poor brother Theo..

John continued, "Anyway, as | was about to | eave, um Arles,
I found you... DYINGE@" At this point, John began a fabrication
he had thought up days before, "But, there is a tide between
worlds that | had to follow imediately or I could never return



hone. | had to decide to either |eave you to die in France, or
heal you aboard ny ship on the way back to ny world. You are
alive but you cannot go back to your world. The tide goes only
one way. The ship can only flowto nmy world now But there,
your kind of art is greatly popular. You will have so nuch

wor k!"

Van CGogh | ooked at John One in amazenent. Then, he | ooked
around the ship as if for the first time. He |ooked back at
John, squinted, and asked, "This ship we are in -- it is going
toward a STAR?"

"Yes! There are many ships that go between stars. Like the
shi ps that go between Europe and Anerica, only nuch nore
conplicated, and rmuch faster."

Van CGogh laughed a little nervously, "I am confused. But
only alittle. | feel | understand. | heard this theory of
other worlds when | was in Paris once, at a little party in ny
brother Theo's apartments... But | don't know how this is
happening. | renmenber thinking many times that | never bel onged
to the world. Everyone else did. But | never felt right.
Sonetimes | thought it WAS Hell and | had sinned in ny real life.
You are not a denon or an angel ?"

"No, | am an Adventurer. M uncle owns this ship. He sent
me to Earth to gather valuable art to sell back at our world.
found you. You are very talented. | do not think you agree, but

just look at what you have painted! Look at it as if you were
not the artist. Vincent, look at it as if you were from anot her
wor | d!"

And he did. Strangely, he cocked his head to the side, then
strai ghtened and chuckled. "I painted and even lived with a
crazy man naned Gaugui n once. He said once that he was born in
the wong part of the world and that he began painting to
di scover where he really bel onged. Was he from your worl d?"

"No, though I have heard of him There is no one fromny
world that you know. It is very far away, at another star. It
will take us a long tine to reach it. But | have blank canvas.
Can you paint frommenory until we arrive? There is not mnuch
else to do."

"Yes, yes. | have seen you | ooking through that w ndow at
stars. | have never seen the stars look that way. They do not
flicker. | find this inspiring!"

And so, the journey proceeded. Van Gogh did indeed paint
the stars as seen through the view port. Wen he grew bored with
this, he tried to paint frommenory, but grew frustrated when
colors would not turn out the way he wanted. He resorted to
sketching the odd shapes he found about the ship or displayed on
t he conputer screen. John showed himhow to sinulate painting by
changi ng the glowi ng colors on a conputer screen. But Van Gogh
was di sgusted by colors that he could not touch or snell and
quickly lost interest.



Vincent was much interested in Infinity Gty. John told him
it was the capital of the "other world." To explain the
possibility of a non-blue Infinity City sky, John said the sky
woul d | ook strange "due to weat her conditions.”

Fromtime to time the ship would near a junction in the
current gravitonic current and John would take the controls to
steer the ship along its proper course. Sonetines, gravitonic
turbul ence caused the ship to swing or jostle. During these
times, Vincent would kneel and pray hinself into a strange
trance-like state. Wen the turbul ence was over, Vincent would
somet i mes begin sketching with paper and pencil while still in
the trance-Ilike state.

Hi s sketchings al ways eventual ly di spl eased hi mand he woul d
angrily rip themor ball themup and throw them away. John
however, would quietly gather themup and stow them away. Later
when Vi ncent was asl eep, he would take them out and | ook at them
The shapes and nmovenent he di scovered were disconcerting and nmade
himthink of a viewfromwithin a stormor a tornado. Still, he
consi dered them val uable and hid them away. Even an origina
aut ograph from Vi ncent Van Gogh woul d be priceless on many of the
worlds within Infinity City's nercantile realm

CHAPTER 18 - THE JOURNEY TO THE BLACK HCOLE

Though there was not much space within the little sailship
during the long voyage, neither John One nor Vincent Van Gogh
grew bored. Both were single mnded nen who could spend | ong
hours on a single absorbing interest. While Vincent painted,
John studied with fascination the al nost endl ess know edge
contained in the ship's atomc nenory. He was particularly
fascinated by the mlitary history of the Galaxy. He strongly
felt his responsibility for the security of his home world.

Sonetimes, Vincent would give John painting | essons. He was
extremely critical but always patient and fair. To John, it was
alittle like mlitary training.

John showed Vi ncent how to access the conmputer's vast atomc
menory so that he could learn about Infinity Gty. He was amazed
as Vincent voraciously absorbed all he could. H s conmand of
Engli sh was stunning. He was a natural linguist, a brilliant
man, yet sadly born ahead of his tine -- until now

John One found enough roomdown in the hold to performhis
daily routine of vigorous exercises and training. He tried to
coax Van Gogh into a regimen but was lucky if he could just get
himto ride the fol d-out exercise bicycle every few days. The

man exi sted exclusively in his mnd. Except for one evening when
John was rearranging a |l ocker in the hold to store Vincent's

fini shed works. He found a backpack he had worn when bicycling
to and fromArles. Inside was a bottle of |ocal wi ne he had
purchased to share with Yvette on a picnic. But she had gone
away.



Van CGogh spied the bottle and chortled with glee. John had
never seen himso animated. Vincent insisted that they at | east
try to put together a neal fromthe sonewhat austere ship's fare,
to do justice to the wine, which, with a rare smle, he assured
John was a good vintage. Wth the help of the ship's computer
for neither had culinary talent, they prepared a neal that was
pal at abl e enough and definitely satisfying in quantity. Then
John ordered the conputer to play sone rel axi ng rmusi c and di spl ay
some pastoral scenes of Earth on the display. Vincent dunped a
mattress on the floor and sat down with the bottle of wine on a
small table that slid out fromthe wall. He brought forth two
gl asses and -- enthusiastically rubbing his hands together --
asked John for a bottle opener

John, sitting in the pilot chair close by, |ooked confused
and asked, "Doesn't the cork just twi st off?" Van Gogh stared at
him Then John renenbered seeing the cafe owner Custeau using a
shiny screw shaped device to open a bottle. "Wt a minute," he
said. He went to the nedical |ocker, brought forth a an
extremely sharp surgical knife, and gouged through the cork with
it. He poured two glasses full of a strong red wine. Van Gogh
drank his down rather quickly. He sighed deeply with
sati sfaction.

Vi ncent | ooked at John with a very tender expression and

said, "John, ny friend, | cannot begin to tell you how thankf ul
amto you for what you have done. | feel nyself again.

Conpl etely! Gone are the voices in nmy ear. Gone are all the
dark depressions. As we head for your Infinity Cty, | feel |ike
I am being reborn. As if | had died back on Earth and now am
being reborn to a new world. Thank you again, ny friend!" And

he lifted his glass in salute.

John touched his glass to his. This was a wonderful man, he
t hought to hinself. He had been apprehensive about how well they
woul d get along in the little sailship for such a | ong voyage.
But Vincent was al ways courteous and had renarkabl e self-control
now t hat the naddeni ng viruses and toxins and their danage
t hr oughout hi s body had been renmoved. Also, using the threat of
jettisoning his painting supplies into space, John had forced
Vincent to begin bathing on a daily basis. Vincent had
reluctantly conpli ed.

Vi ncent | ooked thoughtful. "You know, | read the historica
account of ny life today. Most interesting."

John stiffened. He had not told Vincent they would be
returning to the future or that Infinity City was |ocated outside
the tine dinension of the Universe, allowing tinme travel into the
past. Somehow he seened to have discovered this for hinself!
"Real | y? How rmuch did you | earn?" John asked nervously.

"l learned that | have been reborn in another tinme as well
as another world. It is a miracle! Perhaps the very mracle
strove for in ny youth. The historical account was shocking."
He | ooked down at his glass of wine, swirling it around. "I
| earned that ny poor brother Theo will die in only a few nonths.
And from a nost disreputable disease. At this very nonent,

according to the history file, he nust be going mad with it and



attacking his poor famly. Fortunately, no one will be seriously
hurt. M nephew even grows up and lives for 90 years! It is
such a pity we could not have rescued Theo."

"That woul d have been inpossible,” John hastily conmmrent ed.

"OfF course. | understand. This ship is very small, and
Theo and | have a difficult time living with each other, though
you rmust know that | love nmy brother very much. Al of that is

now over. .. He poured nore wine. John only sipped at his.

Vi ncent continued, "The file described my suicide in Auvers.
But you found ne near Arles. Your ship nust have been | ocated

between Arles, and Saint Reny where | lived in the asylum Do
not | ook unconfortable, John," he said, reaching across the
little table and patting John's arm "W have been sailing for
weeks and | have not once felt an attack coming on. | fee
perfectly calmtal king about all of this. It is fascinating!
believe | amcured.”" He refilled his glass. "A toast to your

wonder ful nedi cal machi ne! "

After the toast he continued. "You know, | had heard of a
doctor in Auvers-sur-QO se who was adept at treating cases like
mne. Dr. Gachet. | had been thinking of traveling to see him
But then, | began hearing stories of a wealthy Anerican in Arles
who was buying every work of art in sight. Local artists were
wor ki ng day and ni ght producing pieces for him | did not know
if I could manage it or not, but | just had to travel to Arles
once again to see if | could neet him Perhaps he woul d have
financed a local artists' colony. Gaugui n woul d have cone
again, | amsure, in spite of what he did to ny ear." \Wile
John, greatly surprised by the statenent, |ooked at him Vincent
touched what was left of the ear. "And nmy old friend Bernard.
And many nmore | amsure.” He smiled slightly, |ooking off into
t he di stance as he contenpl ated the fantasy. Then he suddenly
f r owned. "Ah, but it was not to be. M last time in Arles had
been too traumatic." He shuddered at the nenory. It had been a
beautiful day, just before | began hearing the stories of the
American. | foolishly went to a bullfight at the arena in Arles
to paint one nore tine. The bull broke through the wall! It was
terrifying! | renenber being frozen with fear and watching the
bull try to free itself. Then someone stabbed it to death!" He
had becone quite agitated, and sat back suddenly, as if waiting
for sonething to happen. Then he relaxed and snmiled. "Nothing!
That old anxiety is conpletely gone! Anyway, | remenber nothing
after that. M next nenory was being back in the Saint Reny
asylum And it was many weeks |later. |magi ne weeks of you life
di sappearing like a puff of snmoke froma pipe! Then, | renenber
havi ng found a pistol after they had renmoved the bull fromthe
arena. That day, | went outside the asylumto paint the olive
trees and suddenly renmenbered hiding the pistol anong some rocks
at the base of one of the trees. This began to upset me very
much. Then... M nenory is gone again. | renenber nothing
nmore. | was here next. That was ny very l|last attack, | hope and
pray. Yes! M last attack forever!" And he took a long gulp of
Wi ne.

John One felt struck. 1t was H' S pistol! The one he had
| ost under the bull. Vincent had found it and used H' S pistol to
shoot hinsel f! \Wiere was the pistol now? It rmust be |ost back



in the grass where Vincent had fallen. Wuld it hurt anything to
| eave an object fromthe future in the past? The way the

Uni verse wor ked, as he had been taught, anything changed in the
past would "heal over," and again revert to proper history. But

what happened to atonms and nol ecules left there fromthe future?
Did they just disappear? He would have to ask soneone about this
upon their return. Then again, maybe he better not. If Gand
Dames found out, they would only raise the old fuss over the
danger of Adventurers traveling into the past. Later, during the
trip back to Infinity Gty, John One, out of curiosity would read

t hrough the conputer's historical records, discovering -- to his
great surprise -- that Van CGogh had actually comitted suicide
near the town of Auvers-sur-Gi se in northwestern France. 1t had

been John's strong effect on local tine that had caused Van Gogh
to linger near Arles and attenpt suicide there with John's own
gun.

Vi ncent had begun singing a bawdy barroom song in French
John was glad they had only a single bottle. What would Vincent
be like back on Infinity City where there was plenty of w ne.

And wonen, too. Infinity Cty wonen! He began, "Vincent, you
may meet many people back on Infinity City. Your art renained
popul ar throughout history." John, never a diplomat, had

difficulty finding the right words, so he asked bluntly,
"Vincent, what if you nmeet many wonen? WII| you be able to
handl e t hi s?"

Vincent | ooked at himin surprise. "Ah, wonen! | have had
far more luck with art. But perhaps | will neet a nice girl, and
finally settle down like ny brother did. M infant nephew was
quite precious to ne. Yes, that is what | want. To paint and to
have a little famly!"

"I hope you'll find just the right girl in Infinity Gty,"
John said hopefully. "Just be careful. They can be quite
sophi sticated and won't al ways do what you want."

"Humph!" Vincent puffed up, elated by the wine. "I, too, am
sophisticated. | have lived in London AND Paris where the girls
are also too sophisticated. | will charmyour Infinity City
girls with ny magi c paintings! M canvas shall becone a magic
carpet to sail them anywhere | choose to go! | shall fill their

hearts with nmy bright and warm colors!”

John was slightly concerned that he was getting so el ated,
but it was anmusing. Vincent was very charming. "You'll have to
give all that up if you want to settle down and be a fam |y man,
Vi ncent . "

"I will do anything to have a little one again!"

"You have children?!'" John said with surprise. He thought
he had read that Van Gogh was chil dl ess.

Vi ncent hung his head and said, "Alnost." Then he changed
the subject and said as if to hinself: "But if | were to nmarry
again, would it be in a church? There does not seemto be any
strong sense of religion in your world, John. At |east not from
what | have read. | have seen only passing references to



something called the 'One True Belief.' \What is this?"

VWhat a question! John thought. Infinity Cty was so old
that all of its social institutions, including theology, had al
settled down to a state of equilibriumw th each other. It was a

peaceful world. Anyone desiring extreme excitement was forced to
| ook to the Gal axy outside the black hole.

The One True Belief was a very basic theology all grade
school children were required to master. It was a theol ogy of

conveni ence, there when it was needed: at birth, marriage, and
death; good tines or bad. Some took great joy in it or relied
on it heavily and worshipped at the tenples or prayed as often as
they desired. Sone daily, some weekly, some yearly. Sone
rejected it.

John One's fanmily was the Larsch, and their G and Dane
Deirdre was currently the head of the Great Council of G and
Dames. As such, she was al so nom nal head of the state theol ogy
and the final voice regarding any dispute over the interpretation
of the One True Belief. Fortunately, all the bugs had been
wor ked out of its theol ogical systemeons before, so it required
little of her time. But since the Larsch famly was responsible
for mnistering the One True Belief, its children received a
slightly stricter indoctrination than average. Even so, theol ogy

was conpl etely beyond John. |In school he had done well
menori zing all the chants and hymms and sayi ngs, but never truly
understood the purpose of it all. To him there was Infinity

City, and his purpose was to preserve its security. He enjoyed
this responsibility.

So now, he found hinmself straining to renmenber how to
describe the One True Belief. He took a bigger sip of wine.
"Vincent, that is a difficult question."

"Well, is it a Christian religion? Do you believe in our
Savi our, Jesus Christ?"

"Who? No. |It's not a belief systemat all. It's nore of a
scientific theology, | suppose.”

"How can there be no belief? M father was an ordai ned
pastor of a protestant church. There was so nuch we were forced
to believe. It was all for nothing. God turned his back on ne.
In ny depths of despair when the madness would take nme, | had
not hi ng," he sadly shook his head of red hair. "Nothing. What
do you have? How does your One True Belief explain the universe?
Is it there for you when you need it?"

"We are taught it is inpossible to refute because it is
simply based on universal |ogic and comon human definitions."
In his own words there was no way he could explain. But John
renenbered the chants fromhis chil dhood. Looking directly at
Vi ncent he quoted, "'Wat do you experience upon awakeni ng?

Exi stence! your ONLY true possession. Second, your senses
reveal the patterns of a Universe that | TSELF desires to exist.
Third, you observe the patterns grow ng, for our Universe shal
FOREVER desire creation. Rejoice, for this you shall experience
upon EVERY awakeni ng.' How does that sound?" Strangely, after



only a few drinks, John noticed the wine giving hima |ight,
happy feeling.

"Profound! Sinplistic yet irrefutable! And you quote as if
fromscripture. Does the One True Belief have a divine book such
as the Christian Bible or the Islamc Koran?"

"The copy our Famly has is version 5.00. The date of
origin is very, very old. Conputer! Display the first three
edicts of the One True Belief for ny friend Vincent here." The
conput er displayed the text of what John had just recited on the
near by conputer screen. Vincent scrutinized this.

"John, what is neant by 'awakening'? Birth?"

"BIRTH?!  No. Well, maybe. | nean, to ne it means waki ng
up each norning. The first thing | knowis that | exist. They

say, 'Suppose it was pitch black, and there was no sound, and
your body was nunb,' et cetera, et cetera. You would only know
that you exist. Let's see, they also say 'suppose you didn't
know i f your brain was inside a conmputer or still inside your
body and the conmputer was synthesizing reality. You would not
know i f you were experiencing reality or not. Al you' d know for
sure is that you exist.' How s that sound?"

"A computer? Like this one controlling your amazing ship?
You can place a human brain inside it?!"

"No, | don't think so. It's just a hypothreticral..

hyperthetrical ... 1It's just a kind of story, okay?"

Vincent stared at the display. "Fascinating! Wnderful
'"Existence,... the only true possession." O course! That is
why the Christ chose poverty, to strip away the FALSE
possessions, all the foolish trappings of false value! | never

saw it that way! EXISTENCE is the highest value!"

"Poverty?" John asked with puzzlenment, after w ping w ne
fromhis chin after a big gulp. The bottle seened to be endl ess.
He woul d have to study this optical confusion tomorrow. "Well,
maybe it means that. They don't tal k about VALUE as nuch as they
tal k about RELIABILITY. Everything you experience, except your
own Exi stence, has a certain probability of unreliability, doubt,
or unsurety. The One True Belief says, 'Take confort! Your
exi stence shall always be there for you, at each waki ng nonent of
your entire life. All else lies slightly in doubt.' It nmeans if
you were captured by the enenmy and held in a prison cell and they
gave you nothing and tortured you, then the one thing, the ONLY

thing they couldn't take -- or even touch! -- would be your
exi stence. It's at your core! You can FEEL it. | nmean, it's
ME. It's the main thing that will always be truly ne!"

Vincent sniled at John's rare display of passion. Then he
sl apped his hand against his chest. "To ne, that is ny soul, ny
spirit.”

"Ah, the spirit! The One True Belief says, 'Your Spirit is
your desire to exist.' It keeps you existing, okay?"



Vi ncent shook his head. "It is all very sinplistic, but it
makes sense. If | was a miner working underground at the
Bori nage back in Bel giumfrom before sunrise until after sunset;
getting paid a pittance; only enough to stay alive; no
possessi ons; always the threat of cave-in or explosions; ny own
exi stence would be the only thing worth clinging to. | wsh |
could go back and tell themthat, those poor people. No, it is
too black and white. Your belief is too sinple.™

"Hey, in bad tines, Vincent, sinple thoughts have the npst
strength. How would you like to be out in a scoutship with one
of the Nei ghbors' destroyers bearing down on you, trying to stay
cal mand get away knowi ng at any noment that a particle beam or
gravitonic torpedo could turn you into gas?! That's when the One
True Belief goes through your mind. | can tell you that, for
sure!™ John drew back suddenly, surprised at his outburst. He
shoul d not have drunk this wine. But he felt so free with his
t houghts. What a novel feeling!

Vincent was staring at the display. "It seenms your One True
Bel i ef regards the universe as God. | renenber a sinilar
di scussion with nmy father one evening. In Christianity, we are

taught that Qur Lord is omiscient, omnipotent and
omi present..."

John gazed into his glass, munbled, "Omivorous?" and
chuckl ed to hinself.

Vi ncent continued as if John was not there. "I asked Papa
"If God is everywhere, then is he not then everything? Papa
just said 'It is not in the Bible so it is not an inportant
guestion. "

At this, John nodded sagely, poured another glass of w ne
and consurmed hal f of it at a gulp.

Vi ncent again | ooked toward the screen and read, "' The
Uni verse desires to exist. The Universe desires creation.'
CGod's desires? But with your belief, the universe IS God. So,
your belief says that God has desires regarding H nself. Never
have | heard or thought like this." He pulled thoughtfully at
his short beard. "If | were God, | suppose |, too, would want to
continue to exist. And to grow God growi ng! Wat would He
grow i nto?"

"Tormorrow, " John munbled. "He grows into tonmorrow. " He
began quoting, 'The Universe is a wonderfully col ored car pet
that is unrolling forever. 1t weaves itself, but only using the
threads that already exist; threads branching endl essly,
creating new patterns. |It's DESIRE to grow noves the shuttle.""
John | eaned toward Vincent, w nked significantly and said with
great seriousness. "W're the threads, you know. "

Vincent grinned at his swaying, inebriated friend. "Perhaps
it istinm tocall it a night, John."

"Yes, | feel very sleepy. D d the ship slow down or
somet hi ng? Conputer! Status nornal ?"



The conputer replied, "All ship functions normal. No
external or internal threat."

John rose unsteadily to his feet. "Woa! | think we've hit
some turbul ence. The deck's not steady! Vincent, | can't
bal ance! "

Vincent junped to his feet, well experienced with the
sensation. He put his arns around John's shoul ders and |l ed him
toward his bunk.

John smiled at Vincent. "lI'msure glad | found you and nade
you live again!"

Vi ncent gui ded himdown into his bunk and covered himwith
his bl anket. "Fromwhat |'ve read about myself, John, | shall be
eternally thankful that you found ne, too. Tell me, does your
mar vel ous nedi cal conmputer have a renedy for inebriation?"

"Ebriniated?! Who's Briniabrinated? Not ne! [|'mjust
little bit tired. It's wine. It makes nme little a bit tired,
that's all. Vincent, | wi sh you were ny brother. This trip has

been so nmuch fun. You are so different fromliInfinity City
people... 1'mso sleepy..."

"G to sleep, John. | amvery happy to be your friend.
Wthout you I would not even be alive. You are my persona
savior! Good night." John One had already fallen asleep

CHAPTER 19 - THE BLACK HOLE

As the time neared to pass through the black hole and return
to Infinity City, John One thought it best that Van Gogh be
sedat ed during the disconcerting passage through the first event
hori zon. So he slowed the ship's speed just enough to have it
rendezvous with the black hole at night. On that night, he wore
his computer-ears and instructed themto silently awaken hi m when
it was time for himto take control and guide the ship through
the mael strom

After he awakened to the gentle chimng in his ears, he
renoved a tube-shaped device fromhis pocket, left his bunk, and
crept over to the sleeping, snoring figure of Van Gogh. He
brought the device near Van Gogh's nose and during the next
i nhale, a particularly |oud one John thought, he activated the
devi ce and Van Gogh breathed in a potent sedative.

After a few breaths of this, John held the device near
Vincent's tenple and a green light blinked on the side of the
device indicating that the drug had taken effect. Van Gogh's
br eat hi ng became nore regul ar, though still |oud enough to drown
out the black hole itself. John turned Vincent's head to the
side and the snoring stopped altogether

He went to the controls and switched the viewto the
enornous, swirling black hole | oomng before him Strange



ri bbons of color would drift out fromthe center as various

el ements were accelerated into oblivion, |eaving behind only
bursts of nulti-spectral radiation. Wat a thrill this operation
al ways was for him H's cool headed nmilitary training took over
and he deftly worked his computer and ship preparing to beat his
way in through the black hole's gravitonic storm back to
Infinity Gty.

He depol arized the mainsails to bring the ship to a stop
bef ore the bl ack hole and drew them back significantly, for great
speed woul d not be necessary. On all sides of the ship, he ran
out heavy duty struts to support the conplex arrangenent of
maneuvering sails necessary to guide the ship through the
upcomng torrent of twisting gravitonic currents. He started the
conput er running final system checks while he went over to Van
CGogh to strap himin.

Back in the command chair, John harnessed hinself then ran
up the gravitonic field generator to nmaxi mum output in
preparation for the rapid lateral course adjustments that woul d
be needed. He swung the ship around toward the nearest current
that, at the noment, was heading in toward the very center of the
bl ack hole; the "eye of the stornf; the safe entrance to
Infinity City. Any other angle would nean the unknown fate:
OBLI VI ON

John pol arized the mainsails forward just enough to give the
ship nmovenent to ease it into the entry-current. Once in the
small entry-current, the speed of the ship built up rapidly and
John reduced the nainsail polarity to yield power for just bare
gui dance.

On the screen, the conputer automatically displayed the
nearby currents using different colors to denote their various
qualities and directions. Bright red for too rapid; fiery orange
for too unstable; flat black for undetectable which neant an

"oblivion vector"; dull white was a stable vector |eading inward
but not directly toward the center of the black hole; bright
white indicated a stable vector that led to the center of the

bl ack hole and out of the first event horizon. The thick border
di spl ayed at the edge, fram ng the screen, indicated the status
of the current the ship was already in. It was now a dull white,
nmeani ng they were on course. But they would need to maneuver
into a better current. The true center of the first event

hori zon could only be traversed through a current indicated with
bri ght whitel

John woul d be astrogating by the screen, since what woul d be
appearing through the view port woul d make no sense at all

Suddenly, the ship jostled to the side as their current

abruptly ended, to be replaced by a domi nating unstable current

i ndi cated by the border of the screen suddenly turning bright
orange. A few dimwhite currents adjoined the center of the
screen and John mani pul ated the power feeds to his maneuvering
sails to work the ship sideways through the unstable current and
over to the nost prom sing | ooking dimwhite current. The ship
lurched this way and that. Back and forth. It would suddenly
shift rapidly toward the dimwhite current he was after, then



shift back away. Little by little, however, through quick
refl exes and cool persistence, John brought the ship over and
slipped into the stable current.

John was a superb pilot. He had to be. These currents were
too chaotic for a conputer to forecast.

The ship's speed | essened as it matched the strength of the
stable current, now indicated with a di mwhiteness bordering the
mai n di splay screen. John glanced at the ship's telltales at the
conput er display and was pleased to find all system functioning
perfectly. He felt a sudden closeness to his uncle's taut little
ship. ..

A bright white current loonmed in fromthe left side of the
screen. It was large and that neant it would remain stable for a
long tinme, maybe right through the center. But between it and
John there was a tw sted rai nbow of rapid and unstable currents.
Al so, an oblivion current was omi nously descending fromthe top
of the screen. It slowy neandered back and forth like a
serpent, indicating high instability. John would have to keep
one eye on that current. He continued his present course al ong
the stable current hoping to encounter another, closer bright
white current. However, the screen border grew di mrer and
di mer, and finally began blinking which indicated that he was at
the end of the little current. The bright white current was
slightly closer but he woul d have to go through some undesirable
rapid and unstable currents to get to it. But there was no
choice. He sharply brought the ship over, leaving the dimwhite
current and plunging into the adjacent rapid, though fortunately
narrow, current.

The ship jerked ahead violently. Wave after wave of
accel erating gravitons swept through the ship. The force of
John's internal organs pressing agai nst each other in one
direction and then in another made hi m queasy. But he knew from
experience that he could take rmuch nore than this. Fortunately,
this current, though rapid, had no instability. Checking the
screen he found he was maki ng good | ateral progress through the
rapid current. The dimwhite current he had just left had
dwi ndled to a narrow I ine. Then, sonething happened that sent a
cold chill down John's spine.

The bl ank oblivion current still dangling above, but at a
tol erabl e di stance began undulating rapidly, like a lariat being
spun around. The little dimwhite current conpressed froma
curved line into a meander and al so began undul ating. Then
suddenly, it turned bl ack, skipping the unstable phase and goi ng
conpletely to oblivion -- right next to John's current!

Sweat broke out on his forehead as he realized the danger of
the present situation. However, his maneuvering sails were
al ready pitched conpletely over. One jerk of that adjacent black
nmeanderi ng denonic current would slide it over and w pe the ship
right out of the universel

He decided to take a big risk. Though the next current he
had to go through was unstable, he decided to use his mainsail to
get away fromthe oblivion current as fast as possible.



John ran the mainsail out to 50% diverting power away from
t he maneuvering sails. Rapidly, the little ship skipped through
its present current toward the unstable one and away fromthe
i mm nent peril of the black oblivion current.

The bl ack oblivion current suddenly bent deep within the red
rapi d current John was traversing, slicing down alnost all the
way over to the orange unstable current, |eaving only a narrow
curved red band. The effect was catastrophic. The power of the
gravitonic force within the rapid current tripled, slammng
agai nst John's ship. The incredible force snapped agai nst the
mai nsail, pulling the ship sideways through the current, sw nging
the ship around and plunging it straight along the narrow rapid
current. Fortunately, this threw the ship past the destructive
linmb of the black oblivion current.

The al arm buzzer went off at the conputer console. Yellow
telltal es began flashing at the conmputer ship status display
i ndi cati ng dangerous strains in different parts of the ship.
John heard the sickening groan of nmetal being torn and blinki ng
red telltales indicated damage to the mainsail strut supports and
control systems. John tried but could no | onger control power to
the mainsails. The ship was careening out of control down a
rapid gravitonic current, heading closer to the black oblivion
current now dangerously dangling hal fway down the screen

John popped open a special panel in the bul khead beside the
mai n di splay. Smashing open a gl ass safety cover, he exposed a
red button for explosively jettisoning the mainsail struts in an
energency just such as this and jabbed his finger at the button
A horrendous expl osion vibrated through the ship as the mainsai

struts were sinultaneously exploded away. Instantly, the
accel eration |l essened. All of the yellowtelltales indicating
strain wi nked out except one. Power was still being diverted

fromthe gravitonic field generator to the mainsails which nust
now be just dangling cables shorting against each other and the
ship. But why had not the energency circuit breakers cut out the
mai nsai | supply? Checking the display, he was sickened to

di scover that even though the gravitonic field generator was at
100% out put, the maneuvering sails were receiving | ess than 5% of
this power. The ship was virtually out of control, shooting down
a rapid gravitonic current toward oblivion within the black hole!

John woul d have to go aft and manual ly cut the wasted power
to the ruined mainsail struts. He snacked a large button to
switch the conputer to audio control node. The conputer began

reporting: "Warning! Warning! Maneuvering power bel ow red
critical limt. Miinsail unavailable. Gavitonic field
generator beyond yellow thermal linmit. Warning! Warning!
Maneuvering power below red critical limt..."

"Conputer,"” he interrupted as he unfastened hinself fromhis
cockpit chair, "switch to exception reporting."

" Acknow edged. "
"Conput er, aut onmaneuver toward | eft-hand orange current."

"Acknow edged. Maxi mum maneuvering power from gravitonic



field generator will be required within 75 seconds to avoid entry
into above bl ack oblivion current.”

MY GOD! he thought to hinself. DEATH IS ONLY A COUNTDOMN
AVAY AGAIN!  He dashed to the back of the cabin, down the steep
narrow stairway, down to the engine room The gyroscopes began
Wi ning as the conputer automatically enployed them-- in lieu of
t he maneuvering sails -- to swing the ship around, aimng it once
again out of the rapid gravitonic current.

"Mayday! Mayday! Maxi num maneuvering power from gravitonic

field generator required within 65 seconds." The conputer was
now i n "Mayday" node. It would take any action it could to save
the ship. Yet, all it could do was warn the human running the
shi p.

John stopped at the engi ne room | ooking around, not know ng
where the probl em was.

"Mayday! Mayday! Maxi num maneuvering power from gravitonic
field generator required within 60 seconds."

He thought hard. WHAT WOULD PREVENT THE MAINSAIL CIRCU T
BREAKER FROM CUTTI NG THE PONER?! WHAT?! WHAT?!! The nmin power
buss went directly fromthe generator to the mainsail power
termnals. The circuit breaker was between the generator and the
mai n power buss. The mminsail end of the power buss would just
be fused netal after the jettisoning explosion. But the circuit
breaker was fool proof! It just could not malfunction. It was
too sinple and reliable a design

"Mayday! Mayday! Maxi num maneuvering power from gravitonic
field generator required within 55 seconds."

John had never felt his heart beating with such intensity!
The ship was swaying this way and that. The sail ship nmust be
nearing the unstable gravitonic current! H s head was sw mi ng.
He felt hinmself tottering on the brink of some bl ank nental
oblivion..

"Mayday! Mayday! Maxi num maneuvering power from gravitonic
field generator required within 50 seconds."

WHAT WAS THE PROBLEM?!

Hi s vision was distorting. He could only see directly in
front of him Everything was red!..

JOHN. JOHN. It was the voice of his famly matriarch --
Grand Dame Deirdre -- softly inside his head! YOU ARE A MAN OF
INFINITY CITY. YOU ARE OF INFINITY CITY! INFINITY CITY... The
voice trailed away..

Yes, he was fromlInfinity City. Hi s people had conquered
the black hole. HE would al so conquer TH' S bl ack hole! He shook

hi s head and began breathing deeply. He shouted, "I AM A MAN OF
INFINITY CITY! | AMIN CONTROL!"

"Mayday! Mayday! Maxi num maneuvering power from gravitonic



field generator required within 25 seconds." WHERE HAD THE TI ME
GONE?!  AND, VWHAT WAS WRONG W TH HI S SHI P?!!

The circuit breaker control circuits! There had to be
somet hing wong with them He opened the panel at the generator
end of the power buss. It was hot and buzzed loudly with the
abnormal Iy high current expenditure. However, the circuit
breaker connection was secure. He could try physically rupturing
it, but that mght ground-out the generator power right to the
ship's hull, blow ng out the generator

"Mayday! Mayday! Maxi num maneuvering power from gravitonic
field generator required within 15 seconds.™

The ship lurched violently to the side. John had to grab a
stanchion to stay on his feet.

If not the power buss end of the circuit breaker, then it
nmust be one of the control ends. The enmergency nainsail cutoff
was supposed to have triggered the circuit breaker. It was right
besi de the stairway leading up to the pilot room He popped it
open and a pile of Van Gogh sketchings fell out rustling |oudly.
What ?!  This was where he had hi dden Van Gogh's sketchi ngs t hat
the artist had been tossing aside. He had inserted theminto the
nmetal instruction panphlet envel ope attached to the panel cover.
The rough jostling must have sprung the over-stuffed netal
envel ope open

"Mayday! Mayday! Maxi num maneuvering power from gravitonic
field generator required within 10 seconds... 9 seconds... 8
seconds. . ."

He ripped out the remaining papers from around the contro

board -- the last drawing was actually a little burnt. The
circuit board was very hot; its mcroprocessor nust be
mal functioning. It nust still be reporting normal function to

the main conputer! That woul d explain why no trouble was being
reported at the ship's status board.

"7 seconds..."

He | ooked around inside, not being intimately famliar with
such an obscure circuit, and di scovered a manual override button
on the back, brightly labeled: "WARNING - MAI NSAIL KILL".

"6 seconds..."

John reached in and pressed the button! Suddenly, a
hi ssi ng, crackling sound canme from back over inside the opened
mai n power buss circuit breaker box. The breaker wasn't opening!

"5 seconds..."

John raced over just as the ship lurched sideways again. He
was tossed agai nst a stanchion, bruising his left armand |eft

leg. He dove for the circuit breaker box.

"4 seconds..."



Reaching in, he grabbed the extended manual w pe | ever and
tried to yank it back -- it was fused

"3 seconds..."

Magi ¢ adrenalin fired through him Tinme slowed down. He
felt he had all the tine in the world. Hi s hand tightened around
the lever. He braced hinself painfully against the power buss
tube with his other sore hand and pulled back with every ounce of
physi cal strength; the band-iron |ever cutting, slicing deeply
t hrough his hand -- he cried out in pain and anguish... And
then, the lever gave! The arc fromall 95% of the generator's
out put suddenly expl oded across the circuit breaker points,
blinding John with the flash and expl odi ng the point cover which
went flying out, bouncing off John's skull, |eaving a deep gash.

"2 seconds. Maneuvering sail power increasing. Now at
25% . @GOD, he thought, THE PHASE HYSTERESI S TI ME DELAY! WOULD
THERE BE ENOUGH TI ME?!

"1 second... Maneuvering sail power increasing. Now at
50% Mayday! Mayday! Maxi mum Maneuvering power from gravitonic
field generator required within 1 second... Holding steady at 1
second due to nornmal analysis error... Maneuvering sail power

i ncreasing. Now at 75% Mayday! Mayday! Maxi num Maneuveri ng
power fromgravitonic field generator required within 1 second..
Maneuvering sail power at 100% Brace for unstable current
insertion..."

OH, NO He thought. NOT WH LE |I'M DOMN HERE! |'VE GOT TO
BE AT THE CONTROLS. NO COWPUTER CAN HANDLE A MANEUVER THROUGH AN
UNSTABLE CURRENT! He put his unbrui sed arm around t he nearby
stanchion. H's hand was wet with his own bl ood and he stil
couldn't see due to the after inmage caused by the flash of the
expl oding circuit breaker

Then, the ship crashed into the unstable gravitonic current.
Gravitons smashed into the ship's maneuvering sails violently,
causing rapid decel erati on back down fromthe perilous rapid
current velocities. John was flung around the stanchion, further
brui sing hinmself as he crashed against its other side. The ship
swept up, then down. It twisted. Turning, noving, |urching
t hrough i nsane notions. Through the noise of the gravitonic
generator, the gyroscopes and all the other noises he thought he
heard | aughter coming fromthe stairwell. Van Gogh m ght have
awakened, he thought. The poor man nust be |ying there strapped
in thinking the ship is shaking apart. He nust be going nad!

John dived toward the stairwell. He had to get to the
conputer or the ship would be doonmed. He felt for and grabbed
the bottom step just as the ship began yet another set of insane
motions. Now the | aughing again! And | ouder than ever
Suddenly, the ship twirled sickeningly and then faster and faster
until John couldn't believe he or the ship could take the strain
anynore. This nust be the end. The end!

But it kept going on and on. He couldn't tell if it was
seconds now or ninutes..



Then, instantaneously, it stopped! No nore notion at all
like it had never happened. His heart was poundi ng.

Qui ckly, John struggled up the steps. Hi s vision was
returni ng, though blood fromwhere the circuit breaker pane
cover had glanced off his head was now getting in one eye. He

felt nauseous, yet knew he could control it. He had to save his
ship. He must! He was an INFINITY CITY MAN!

He got to the top of the stairwell and lurched into the
pilot room There in the pilot chair was Van Gogh, staring
intently at the main display screen. He was holding his finger
in front of himpointing toward the center of the display. Every
now and then he would jerk it slightly this way or that and say,
"This way... Nowthat way a little..." And the conmputer would
obey! Normally, it would only obey John, but the MAYDAY
ener gency nust have overridden this. Van Gogh had awakened and
gotten to the pilot chair. How could he have known what to do?!

And then, John | ooked at what was on the display screen. No
nore orange unstable gravitonic currents. No nore red rapid
currents. No black currents. Not even dimwhite currents. What
he saw were several curving bright white bands spiraling in
toward the center of the display. The border around the display
was bright white. They were safely on their way in!

He stood dunmbly watching a nineteenth-century artist pilot
his sailship through a black hole. This couldn't be happening.
Hal l ucination? He felt lucid, though dazed..

Then, at the center of the display a white disk rapidly grew
covering the entire display until it was all white, indicating
that the ship was in the center and there was no where else to go
now. Van Gogh sat back and | ooked over at John with a curious
bl ank | ook. John said, "C ose your eyes. W're about to enter
our... harbor." The transition through the first event horizon
made things | ook awful for an instant. Many found it
di sconcerting. Van Gogh smrked and cl osed one eye. And then
they left the universe..

John had cl osed his eyes and when he opened them again, Van
Gogh' s cl osed eye was open and his opened eye was cl osed and his
nmout h hung open in stupefaction. John |ooked around and
everything was mirror reversed frombefore. However, he knew
this was an hal l uci nati on, a psychol ogi cal phenonmenon that often
happened during the transition; sonething about the subatomc
particle structure of the brain that processed visual data.
Peopl e usually got over this in a day or so. They would awake
one norning and everything would be back to normal ..

This had been a strange voyage. But there on the display
screen before them floating in the niddle of black nothingness,
lay his famliar multi-colored Infinity City. More peaceful and
home-like to himthan Earth itself!

"M. Van Gogh, may | present to you nmy world called Infinity
Cty." And then, John collapsed on the closest bunk and call ed,
"Conmputer! Hail Infinity City using password: 113322. Request



energency grappling assistance... And nedical care..."
" Acknow edged. "

And then he passed out for awhile..

CHAPTER 20 - WELL OF THE W SH

VWhen John One awoke he was still lying on the bunk. A wonan
in a nedical uniformwas standing next to himreview ng the
di spl ay of some portable medical device that had been wheel ed

into the cabin. She | ooked up, snmiled and said, "Wl conme back
hone, Adventurer! And how do you feel ?"

He | ooked down at hinself and di scovered he was wearing a
cl ean and undarmaged uniform H s hand was bandaged and not
hurting at all. As he raised his browin surprise, he could al so
feel a bandage on his head. He nodded and said, "I feel fine.
W had a rough entry. Am| okay internally?"

"Just fine," she said, patting his hand reassuringly. "No
maj or damage at all. | injected a nminiml anmount of synth-bl ood,
plus a few mcrobots that will fix anything mnor. As a matter
of fact, I'mnot even reconmendi ng hospitalization! |If you can
stand and walk, 1'Il let you sign this release..."

John got up stiffly, wal ked around the cabin and sniled, "I
t hought | was hal f-dead! How |long have | been out? Do you know
if there were any problens getting us in?"

The woman was at the beginning of her mature years. She
stood, admiring John's youthful resilience, with that serene,
smlingly calculating | ook of the wonen of Infinity Gty when
they are contenplating how a particular man can add to the power
and security of their Family. She responded, "I was sent up with
the recovery team after your conputer reported that your nainsai
was out. They decided to use a control net because repairs would
have taken too long. Once your ship was stabilized, | boarded
and found you and that other fellow. He was in passabl e shape,
but |l oaded with toxins due to mld i mune system dysfunction
under st andabl e as behind as he is on his anti-aging. But,

nothing that couldn't wait until hospital and the Pill. 1 got to
work on you right away. Your friend sat and watched the whol e
time. Strange fellow .. Very concerned about you, though

"I adm nistered a sedative to keep you asleep, and with
nothing else to do tried to talk with your rather odd friend. He
just sat at the controls there with his arms fol ded, staring at
the display screen. Finally, he crawled into his bunk, stared up
at me with a strange | ook for a nmonent, then went to sleep. You
Adventurers bring in some strange cases fromthe col onies!"

John was thankful she did not know they had returned from
the past. He asked, "Where is he... \Where are VWE now?"

"Space port. As | said, they didn't want to repair your
mai nsail systemin space and said that this ship was such a



sturdy nmodel that it would easily take the net, so they | owered
us that way. | even stayed on board, though strapped in, of
course. Your friend was quite startled when he awoke to find ne
strapping himin. He said he didn't want a WOVAN t ouching him
Is he froma gender-pol arized col ony?"

John said, "Yes, quite." And then teasingly: "Al nost as
bad as you | adies keep it here.”

She gave him a sideways | ook of adnoni shment, but stil
smled. "Oh, we keep you virtually roped down, don't we. [|'ll
bet YOU can't wait to go off on your next Adventure, young nan."
She said YOUNG MAN in an interesting way, John thought.

"I"ve nothing planned, actually,” and then ruefully, "1'IlI
be here in Cty for a while." And then thoughtfully, "Actually,
I've a very interesting cargo to dispose of. Were is Vincent,
anyway ?"

"He's been out on the tarmac for hours -- painting the
ships. Is he an artist? H s style is so awful! Wat world did
he cone fron®"

"*AMul'? You think so?! He's froma place called..
Arles.”

"Well, it's a place |I'VE never heard of. New discovery?"

"Sort of. | better go find himbefore he wanders into the
City and gets lost. Were's that release forn?..."

John signed the screen of her nedical conmputer with his
finger, then called the control tower to request transportation
for hinself and the nedical |ady. He changed his nind suddenly
and ordered regul ar ground transportation for the lady to take
her back to the hospital, requesting instead an excursion-skiff
for hinself and Vincent.

Next, he checked the status display of his ship, nmade a
mental note of the repairs he and his uncle would have to
schedul e, then wheel ed the | ady's nedi cal device out of the ship
for her. He locked up his ship, then | ooked around for Van Gogh,
and found himoff in the distance, near a huge interstellar
transport. Well, he'd let himpaint until the skiff arrived.

He di scussed | ocal news with the medical |ady, who kept
turning the conversation to nen and wonen i n what John suspected
was an alnmost flirtatious way. He had | earned that a nan coul d
never presuppose the intentions of one of Infinity City' s wonen.
When her ground transport arrived, John stowed her medi cal device
into the little cargo space. She kissed himon the cheek
formally, smiled warmy and was off. Al of a sudden, he felt
such joy to be hone and realized that he loved his Infinity City
with all his heart.

Then, he felt frustrated that an officer of the Mlitia
Guard shoul d have such sentinmental feelings and resolved to be
of f on anot her Adventure just as soon as M. Van Gogh was settled
and producing art for his uncle. At John's early age he had not



yet cone to expect the inevitable revolting devel opnment that cane
to every grand project..

Hearing a buzzing sound, John turned to discover an
excursion-skiff floating down, suspended belowits colorfu
billowing gravitonic sails. It partially resenbled the hot air
bal | oons of Earth because passengers rode in a snall, basket
allowing themto | ook out over Infinity City. But the sails
differed froma balloon in shape. They were tall and tapered,
and nore |ike banana peels. They separated and opened when up or
down motion was required. This one's sails were bent all the way
open now as it gently landed -- like a sky-filling gigantic
flower. Then they slowy closed up to forma tall floating
stately tapered tower.

A chubby, bal di ng man, whose head was tucked down safely
between his shoul ders, was at the controls of the skiff. He
dramatically swung open its little door, junmped out and extended

his hand with a jovial manner. "Hello! [|I'mEd Unity! M skiffs
are the newest in town and the smoothest you'll ever ride! Cot
experi ence?" Then he noticed John's Quard uniform "The Guard!
Wll, there's nothing I can tell you! Except, | know how you

boys love to sail close to the edge. But if you get to the edge
of the City, and the rimalert goes off, don't get any cl oser or
she'll land automatically... The cost is only 300 R yals per
hour. *5. Cheapest in town! Keep her out as long as you like --

just don't forget the meter's running!... VWhat in the world is
t hat guy doi ng?" He pointing over John's shoul der, and John
turned to find Van Gogh eagerly setting up his easel a short

di stance away.
"Vincent," he shouted. "Cone on! Cone over here! [I'Il
show you sonmething to paint!"

Vi ncent grabbed his gear up again and slowly wal ked over to
t he basket, craning his neck up at the spectacular, nulticol ored
sails. He was very excited. "Balloon! |Is this a balloon?"

"Yes, it is. Just like back in your world, Vincent," John
answer ed.

The skiff owner | eaned over to John and nuttered, "Were's
this guy fron? Sone COLONY?"

"He's froma far off land."

"Yeah? Hey listen -- you space boys gotta stop bringing
these guys in. They work for peanuts and put honest Citizens
outta work! My brother Sam had a cl eani ng service and a bunch of
Cetis opened up shop in the sanme area... Next thing you know,
Samis living with me unenpl oyed! Four nore hungry mouths! But |
do all right. Best skiffs in Town, you know"

VWhen he was through with his rant, he opened the door to the
basket with a bow and a flourish. He adnmitted John One, Van Gogh
and hinmsel f, then snapped the door closed. He gestured to the
controls, "It's all yours, Conmander. Just drop nme off at the
South East corner of the field. Then, keep it as long as you
want. You want it overnight? Finel No problem |It's cheaper



by the day."

John had fl own the excursion-skiffs many tinmes before,
usual |y taking menbers of the Family on tours during the
hol i days. He | ooked around and sure enough, there was a small
snack and liquor vendi ng nmachine attached to the wall of the
basket, hal fway between the floor and lip -- liquor was illega
for the pilot, of course.

"Commander! You want a drink to relax? No problem Here
the first one's on nme..." He started funbling for a key, but
John interrupted, "No, no thanks. After we |and, perhaps."

"Never touch the stuff when I'mflying, either.” He bel ched.
"Excuse ne...'

The gravitonic field generator was al ready humm ng away at
idle to keep the sails floating aloft. John spun it up to lift
of f power, checked the conmputer radar screen, eye-balled the sky
hi nsel f, then slowy unwound the sails. As the sails bl ossoned
out above their heads, they were shaded fromthe artificial sun-
source overhead out beyond the atnosphere; the sails were
transl ucent, changing the sky fromits current bright blue to the
rai nbow col ors of the sails. "Astonishing! Astonishing!"
mur mur ed Van Gogh, squinting up at the sails bending down. John
was secretly glad that the blue sky had not been "voted out”
whil e he was away.

As the skiff lifted off snoothly, they watched the space
port drop below. At a few hundred neters, John wound the sails
back up to their fixed altitude position, then eased over the
polarity of the sail, facing it toward the desired destination of

the owner of the skiff. The space port bel ow began to slide by
in the opposite direction.

Van Gogh was clutching the |ip of the basket staring wi de-
eyed at the ground passing beneath. He |ooked over at John and
asked, "Please, could | have sone... |liquor?"

The owner said firmy, with a trace of condescension,
"Colonials have to pay for all drinks -- let's see your cash.”

"G ve himthe drink you offered ne," John suggest ed.

"Free drinks are for Citizens. Colonials have to pay!"
"Please put it on ny Famly's tab."

The skiff owner shrugged. "Sure, Conmander. \WWhatever you
say." He brought out a notebook and stylus. "Wat's your nane
and Famly nane."

"John One of the Larsch.”

He | ooked up sharply. "The Larsch! Well, well. Wll to
do, well to do. Commander, your wish is nmy command." He took
hi s key and opened the |iquor and snack nachi ne revealing rows of
smal | bottles and stacks of snacks. Cordially smling and
spreadi ng his hands w de, he asked Van Gogh, "What will be your



pl easure, Sir? A friend of the Larsch is a friend of nine
Absol utely! Absolutely!"

"A glass of wine. O schnapps or brandy, if you have that."

"Wne and brandy, we got. 'Snaps,' whatever that is, we
don't have. You want col ony specialties, you bring 'em al ong
yoursel f, friend. How about a nice glass of brandy??"

"That would be fine, sir.
"...good manners for a colonial..." he nmunbl ed while pouring
a goodly portion. Van Gogh took a good pull and let out a sigh
-- he seenmed nore rel axed al ready.

M. Unity pointed the way to his establishment. Wen they
wer e near the warehouse and several frameworks supporting M.
Unity's fleet of excursion-skiffs, John One depol arized his
steering sails, then unwound them for the descent.

VWen they touched down, M. Unity popped open the door
hopped out, snapped it closed again, then backed away bow ng and
gesturing. "Bon voyage, gentlenen! Have the time of your lives.
Go pick up sonme ladies; they love the sky; really thaws them
out!"

John waved at the man as they ascended away, anused at his
sal esmanshi p.

Infinity City was roughly di sk-shaped. The main urban area
was in the exact center with the space port just beyond the
Eastern edge. He now swung the skiff to the Wst and brought it
up to a nmuch higher altitude. There were rarely clouds in the
artificially maintai ned atnosphere. No weather in general. The
agricultural areas were sprayed with hydroponic liquids fromm st
geyser fountain nozzles on the ground.

The sky was a constant bright sky-blue. The artificial sun
| ooked real enough. It was actually a nuclear furnace, directed

magneti cally across the sky by drone sailships. During the day,
it would be ignited as it was magnetically dragged across the sky
fromEast to Wst. After "sundown" it would be shut off, then
dragged back, underneath Infinity City, to the Eastern edge of
Infinity Cty's disk to await "dawn" and a repeat of the cycle.
On speci al occasions, just before dawn, fine dust of col ored
crystals would be blown up into the atnosphere near the Eastern
edge, providing a spectacular and glorious sunrise. Children
woul d be told that the black hole was smling on that day.

Many streets and open terraces across Infinity Cty were
covered with translucent awni ngs of subtle colorings: pleasing
not her of pearl, light yellow, striking indigo. The public
transportati on systemwas an above ground light-rail system
ternmed the MOVER, whose cars were painted in subdued colors with
interesting patterns, very pleasing froman aerial view aboard an
excur si on-ski ff.

Flyi ng across these anmazing tapestries of varying col or and
shapes had a profound affect on M. Van Gogh. "Astoni shing!



This city is a painting itself."

John had been waiting for a chance to bring up the subject
of having Van Gogh paint for his uncle and hinself. "Wuld you
enjoy painting this city for awhile? You can paint down in the
streets, out in our fields, or you can cone up here whenever you
like."

"Yes, | would enjoy painting this amazing | and very much,
but... Howwll | live here? Before, | lived fromthe charity
of nmy dear brother. But what will | do here?" A plaintive |ook

of fear began to spread across his face.

"Vincent, please, do not worry! You are the guest of ny
Family. You were as soon as you set foot on our ship. Please

accept our patronage and support. In return, we only ask you to
do what you do best... Paint!"

"This is like a strange dream But so ny |life has al ways,
al ways been. | will accept. | cannot go back to France, you
say? Well then, | will not require nuch at all. Just alittle
room sone sinple food, and painting supplies... |Is there a

church, a Christian church that | may attend?"

"Well, the Grand Danmes only allow the One True Belief. But
only officially. People fromcolonies are still allowed to
practise their own religions at hone, as long as they don't try
to convert others. You'll at |east FIND sone Christians
somewhere, if not an actual church.” Van Gogh nodded, sati sfied.

The artist turned back to the amazi ng canopy of colors
sliding slowy below They spent the next hour or two lazily
floating over Infinity City -- Van Gogh marveling at his new
worl d; John One marvelling at what a successful first Adventure
he had conpl et ed.

Anot her excursion-skiff floated past with a young coupl e
aboard waving and lifting chanpagne gl asses. Qut over the
agricultural fields, another skiff was floating stationary while
two technicians on board were scanning the crops below wi th
speci al cameras for nonitoring overall growth characteristics.
They enphatically waved John away so the shadow of his skiff
woul d not ruin their findings.

Finally, they returned to the skiff ranch, where John paid
for their time -- hearing many a "Pl ease come again!" fromM. Ed

Unity. John ordered a rent-a-car and when it arrived they took
off in search of an apartment for M. Vincent Van Gogh, newest
Citizen of Infinity Cty.

The next days were spent famliarizing M. Van Gogh with
nodern gadgets, transportation about the City, and dealing with
the people of the City. He was delighted with the amazing array
of gadgets for ease and convenience in his apartment and about
the Gty.

The Grand Danes appreciated a confortable life-style
demanding intuitive, easy to use gadgetry. Also, public



facilities had to be easy to use by the colonial |aborers. Any
gadget too conplex to figure out would have a built in computer
with the ability to converse in English, the ancient |anguage of
Infinity Cty -- a |l anguage so adaptable to cultural change, it
was difficult to give up. Van Gogh had very little problem
getting by.

John One showed himhow to get around the City aboard the
ubi qui t ous MOVERS, (though, John hinself, preferred his own
electric car) and introduced Vincent to various shops and
nmer chant s.

To make purchases, Van Gogh was given a Larsch credit card
with a 500 Riyal-per-day purchase limt, and a few ot her
preprogramed purchase limtations to keep himout of trouble.

VWhen the painting supplies fromEarth ran | ow, they both
went out one norning in search of a local supply. This was
challenging. |In spite of the amazing variety of color, Van Gogh
did not care for the acrylic paints because he could not "snell
the color." He demanded the ol d-fashi oned Earth pi gnents because
each one "snelled like its color.” John One sinply used the
conputer term nal aboard a MOVER to tie in to the Gty's vendor
directory, finding a little shop that carried traditional and
imported art supplies. 1t was located in OLDTOMNN, the only place
ODD little shops could afford to do business. Rent was cheap in
OLDTOMN due to | ack of nodern facilities. Reconstruction was not
allowed so as to preserve the first part of the City ever built.
It was here, in the dead center of the stasis between the first
and second bl ack hol e event horizons that the original Infinity
City founders had begun the City.

At the exact center, overlooking and dangerously open to the
second event horizon, they had built the WELL OF THE W SH
cistern. It was open to the public, though a circular wall of
about 100 neters dianeter around it forced anyone desiring entry
to pass a single guard station. This was mainly to prevent
unsupervi sed children fromentry. And, it had becone quite a
formal rite of passage -- upon reaching one's sixth birthday --
to be finally allowed in to see down into the phenonenal second
event hori zon.

After leaving the paint shop and noving off on the MOVER
Van Gogh saw up ahead the strange circular wall with the well -
like structure in the center, and inquired to John regarding this
i nteresting structure.

John said proudly, "That, Vincent, is the heart of our City:
The 'WELL OF THE WSH . "

"It looks very interesting. Please, let us stop and see
it

"Sure. But we can't stay long. You have been invited to
the Gand Dane's table this evening, for dinner, and we cannot be
late..."

They left the MOVER wal ked over to the guard station. John
waved at the old man sitting in the booth reading a book. The
old man | ooked up, squinted at them and seeing John's Mlitia



Guard uni form nodded, stood stiffly and saluted. Then, he waved
them t hrough, and gratefully returned to his seat. John felt
sorry for the old man -- obviously one of those poor, unfortunate
soul s whose DNA structure had sonme fluke naking it inmune to the
Pill of Life.

And then John nade a remark to Vincent he would regret
forever:

"Actually, you can cone here by yourself anytime. Just walk
on past the guard. He's just there to keep out the kids. People
cone here to be alone, but not very often. They say that the
second event horizon soothes the spirit and will take away any
turmoil. See? No one's ever here... Eerie, isn't it."

Though the sun was overhead, a canopy of translucent white
provi ded a subdued, tranquil light. The snell of age was in the
pl ace. Van CGogh went over to the black and dark red brick
cistern and slowy and carefully peered over the edge. His hands
had been behind his back, but suddenly with a sharp intake of
breath he flung them out sideways and | eapt back, bringing his
hands up in front of himas if warding off sonething dangerous.

He took several steps backwards then turned to John, "Is that
hell, John?!"

"Maybe, to sone. |1've heard that a long, long time ago they
used to execute incorrigible crimnals by tossing themin. It's

really just the second event horizon. Don't drop anything down
into it because no one knows where it goes, and some worry it may
bounce back someday... Anyway, we nust go now so that we aren't
late for dinner."

They left with Vincent nmuttering, "I have seen ny mraclel™

CHAPTER 21 - THE COW SSI ON

John One's uncle was at first apprehensive of John's
enterprise and doubted the identity of Van Gogh. However, Van
Gogh had been painting every day since their arrival and the
authenticity of the stunning works he was produci ng could not be
doubted. Van Cogh's productivity was amazing. He had invented a
style of often painting directly fromthe tube, using it like a
pen and sonetimes -- in fits of creative fervor and frustration
borderi ng on nadness -- would swi pe at the canvas, as if the tube
he was hol di ng was a sword!

VWhen his uncle voiced doubts about Van CGogh's sanity, his
nephew assured himthat what he observed was nmere artistic
tenmperament and that all the historical stories about his nmadness
were due to the ear infection, which John One had cured and which
t he doctor on board their sailship had validated.

Van CGogh, grateful to his patrons and delighted with his new
wor | d, began amassing a significant volune of paintings and
drawi ngs; the paintings included | andscapes fromall over
Infinity City, portraits of anyone that caught his fancy who
woul d sit still |long enough, and several works fromhis nenory of



what he had seen during their voyage between Earth and the bl ack
hole to Infinity City.

John's uncle finally burst forth his amazenent and gratitude
to his nephew, "John, I'mconvinced. It is alnopst unbelievable!
Truly you have worked a miracle! Wat amazing |uck and perfect
execution. To not only have found and brought back your stock of
art treasures of Earth, but to have brought back one of the
greatest Artists of all tinmel! |If only your father were here to
take pride in his son's first and nost esteened adventure!™

At this, John's expression tightened and he | ooked away,
controlling the surge of enotions he always felt when the subject
of his unreliable father was nentioned.

Hi s uncle, who often discussed with others the possible
wher eabouts or fate of his younger brother each tinme he would
di sappear, in the hopes of one day putting together a party to go
in search for him changed the subject to spare John's feelings:
"John! We have a lot of work to do to fully exploit your

| egendary artist. A gallery! | want you to open a gallery to
show his works. Rent one of the buildings down in CLDTOM in a
busy location. W'I|l take advantage of all the people who

al ready go down there | ooking for oddities..." He offered nmuch

nore advi ce on how best to exploit their new artistic resource.

John found a spaci ous vacant store with a sizabl e back
war ehouse. It was located in OLDTOM al ong a street made popul ar
due to its proximty to the WELL OF THE WSH. The strange,
ani mated patterns that could be seen in the "WELL" often inspired
peopl es' artistic fancies, which were easily gratified at the
curio and art shops along the thoroughfare. Al in all, it was a
good |l ocation for an art gallery. There was even a nice little
cafe conveniently located at the end of the street.

John and Vincent were soon hard at work preparing the
gallery for opening. Vincent was anmazed and delighted with the
electrical lighting that John supplied. Vincent would spend
hours, often nost of the night, arranging the lights just so, and
then mnutely adjusting their brightness, spectral content and
even sublini nal phasing (the psychol ogical effect of this stil
| argely under debate throughout the established art community of
Infinity Gty).

Even before the gallery opened, people began dropping in,
drawn by the eye-catching works of art seen through the w ndows:
t he anci ent works John had brought from Earth, Vincent's recent
Infinity Gty work and his nysterious work fromthe sailship
journey; even the drawi ngs he had nmade then di scarded aboard the
sai |l ship, uncrunpled by John. Van Gogh was inspired by the
fantasyland of Infinity Cty. His resulting works were amazi ng
to behol d.

O, people were drawn by the runors floating around Infinity
City that an Adventurer had "tine-napped" a fanmous Earth artist.
John's uncl e suggested keeping Vincent a secret until the
gallery's grand opening, giving the enterprise a dramatic
i ntroduction to society, thus raising sales through the
| egiti macy of such an adnmirable start. Though "Van Gogh" was no
| onger a house-hold word, since the artists of Earth had to



conpete with the artists of Earth's countless col oni es throughout
the Gal axy, much of the art community of Infinity Cty still held
the artist Vincent Van Gogh in rapt regard, some believing him
the greatest painter of all time. Though nbst were unconvi nced
as to Vincent's authenticity, many dropped by the gallery to see
for thensel ves.

VWet her or not he was Vincent Van CGogh, his talent was seen
as genuine, and Vincent revelled in pride as connoi sseurs and
other artists began dropping by to seek out this new, |oca
genius and to discuss various aspects of art. Oten, John could
find Vincent at the cafe at the end of the thoroughfare, nearest
the WELL OF THE WSH, in heated di scussions with one or nore of
his grow ng | eague of admirers

CHAPTER 22 - MANDY

One evening, while John was constructing partitions in the
gallery, the grand opening only a few days away, an old friend of
his entered the gallery. She secretly watched himfromthe door
for a few monents, admiring his large, well-nuscled physique as
he lifted and noved the heavy wooden partitions. She wal ked
directly up to himsmling, tilted her head coquettishly and said
sweetly, "Hello, John!"

John slowy put down his work, turned around and stared.

Then delight spread across his face like one of Infinity Gty's
Cel ebrati on Dawns. "Mandy..." he breathed. "I never thought I
woul d see you again." He remenbered why. He tentatively reached
out and took her soft, little hand in his. She resisted not in
the I east; her eyes closing, she fell into his arns, "John, oh
John One! How I've nissed you. | love you! | love you so nuch.
It's been so long..."

He held her in his arns and old feelings were again there as
if they had never left. He had not seen her since he had
graduated fromthe Infinity Gty MIlitia Guard Acadeny and had
left for duty out beyond the black hole. He thought he woul d
never see her again and had disciplined hinmself to stop thinking
of her. But feelings do not respond to discipline..

She wiggled in his hold on her and | ooked up into his calm
gray eyes. "Oh, John, to have your arnms around me again! You
are so wonderful! My favorite ... favorite person in nmy whole
life. Don't let ne go..."

The fragrance of her soft, flow ng dark hair intoxicated
him She was a head shorter than he and woul d often stand on
tip-toe as they held each other. Her eyes were the softest nopst
| oving brown. And natural, too! Al her beauty was natural
Her dainty pleasing face with full lips quick with a w nsone
snmle; petite fem nine figure, always exquisitely attired in the
| atest styles, but never extravagant, just eye-catching and
al ways so strikingly female. Today, she wore a sinple | avender
snock with a pretty sash, a bowtied at the side; the snock cut
above her knees -- exposing the irresistible curves of her |egs
-- down to her delicate feet in slippers of matching | avender



with mcro-hints of multi-colored sparkling liquid crystals. She
was his dream cone true and woul d al ways be so

"Ch, John, this is too nuch. |s there sonmeplace we can go?"

"Wait," he breathed and bent his head down to slowy touch
his lips to hers. He relished at the warnth and softness that he
tasted. She gave a long soft nmew ng sigh and slid her hands up
his sturdy back to hold his powerful shoulders. Tighter they
hel d each other, lost in a spiraling rise of passion, faniliar as
if they had never been apart.

He brushed his cl ean-shaven cheek agai nst the softness of
hers, and they touched noses, smiling into each others eyes,
instantly knowi ng that each knew and felt and desired the sane.

"Mandy, you are incredible!" he began in an inspired rush of
words. "You nmake me feel so much. |1'mjust a cold nothing
wi thout you. You fill me with such... amazing feelings, like a
huge sail on an interstellar nerchant ship."

"John, what a way with words you have! | feel just the sane
about you. You're my knight in shining arnor. \Wile you were
out doing battle anobngst the stars, | thought of you all the

time. Could you not sense ny |love for you?"

He smiled and | aughed a little. "Let's go have a nice
little intimate dinner, right here in the gallery. 1've fixed up
a nice private showi ng-roomin the back of the gallery with table
and chairs and... nice furniture and... a nice couch... There's
a cafe at the end of the street. |I'll order up sonething...
nice."

"You're a perfect host, my lovel" she hugged one of his arns
to her like a favorite teddy bear, then stood on tip-toe, giving
himlittle kisses all over his cheek

He gently disentangled hinmself, then slowy wal ked over to
the telecom feeling as if he was wal ki ng on two awkward ease
| egs. How strange that his feelings for Mandy were still so
torrid after so | ong!

He renenbered sweet Yvette, though returning through the
event horizon had restored all he had affected in the universe
back to the way it had been. Like he had awakened and little
Yvette had been nothing but just a warm |oving dream If,
however, he could ever find his way back to that exact tinme, it
COULD happen all over. But different each tine he returned..

He di smi ssed such an inprobable occurrence. He had Mandy agai n!

He touched the recognition plate and spoke, "Cafe, end of
the street..."

The tel ecom hummed on and off as it rang the cafe. The
owner answered, "Yes, yes? 'Cafe of the Wll'..."

John placed an order for a sinple dinner for two. The
owner, old and wi zened, was fond of John and Vi ncent, and
especially of all the increased business Vincent brought to his



cafe. He said warnmy, "Ah, ny friend. Good Vincent is out on ny
corner lecturing yet another neophyte, so you must be

ent ert ai ni ng perhaps, soneone special ?..."

"Yes," he answered | ooking warmy over at Mandy, who was
staring with a puzzled | ook at one of Vincent's works hangi ng on
the wall of the private showi ng-room "l have soneone very
speci al over here that | haven't seen for many years. Please
bring us something appropriate. And, a bottle of your finest."

The owner was only too happy to oblige such an open request
by one of such substantial neans: a Larsch! "Ah, your wish is ny
conmand, ny young buccaneer! | happen to have just acquired a
rare and dainty delicacy fromthe seas of New Rone off Rigel."

*6.

"That will be fine. Perfect, in fact! WII it be [ong?
Are you busy?"

"Not at all!" he lied, having a full-house, it being the
weekend. However, for an Adventurer from one of the top houses,
everything was Priority One. "I'll have everything there within
just half an hour! One nust placate the nmood, eh, ny young
friend? Never fear! | amyour man of the hour! The HALF
hour!..."

John and Mandy sat and tal ked, hol di ng hands, occasionally
touchi ng each other's cheek or stroking each other's hair;
l aughing at witty little remarks; smling at menories of their
I ong rel ationship during John's years at the prestigi ous Acadeny.

Soon, there was a knock at the door. John wal ked out
t hrough the gallery and opened the door. There, suspended
gravitonically, was the cafe's delivery robot, good for |oca
deliveries within a street or two of the cafe. A display screen

it up and there was the face of the owner. "Hello, John! |'m
"live' right now .." as opposed to his prerecorded adverti sement
tape... "Wt till you experience the masterpiece | have created
just for you two. Tonight, | found nyself as inspired at the

stove as Vincent at his canvas!

"I told the robot to stay until you sent himhonme. He's

great! Just ask himfor anything. He'll clean up after you're
done. Send himhone as |ate as you want. Have a good tinme, ny
young friend!" He faded fromthe screen noddi ng and w nki ng.

John led the robot into the showi ng-room and asked it to set
up. It was slow but understood commands easily wi thout
requesting clarifications, and even nmade a few anusi ng, even
suggestive comments, undoubtedly set up by its owner, an old
romantic it seemed.

They ate the wonderful neal; savoring each norsel, glancing
into each others eyes, sighing; then w nking; then |aughing.
John felt she could be everything for him

And, they drank fromthe bottle of an effervescent |oca
wi ne of an exceedingly delightful vintage. As the bubbles rose
intheir long, fluted glasses, so did their youthful passions
until they soon found thenselves in each others arnms on the



couch, letting go all the energies kept in check so down | ow
Such caring they felt for each other. Even with passions

quaki ng, fire burning within, making them shake and quiver wth
expl osi ve urgency, still they, especially John, were so gentle,
cultivating a glowi ng essence of love, living tonight just in
their own private intimte paradise

Oh, he let the | eash he held on hinself go! How could such
an animal live within his high-caste, disciplined self? And yet,
she thrived on him and gave herself conpletely over to him
And, he felt as a gentle nmonster, his love for her exploding from
his energi es and movenents, ALMOST | NSANE

And on they voyaged through the night. He, exploring this
amazi ng, beckoning, inviting wonman that was Mandy. She, vyielding
hersel f happily, excitedly to this newly re-di scovered awesone
young, conquering hero..

The next norning, very late the next norning, they found
t hensel ves | anguidly enjoying a |light breakfast that the robot
just happened to have stored wi thin, having been prepared | ast
night with soneone's uncanny foresight. He |ooked at her, but

strange! Maybe not so strange, she was not neeting his gaze |like
she had the ni ght before.

It was just |ike before, though he HAD hoped the years may
have changed her.

"Ch, Mandy! | still love you so. Be ny wife! Join the
Larsch!"

"John, | love YOU so. Sweet John, you ARE precious to
offer. But, my lifeis my life. 1 like doing whatever | want.
And you KNOWthat I'mgood at it! | don't want to beconme a busy-
body old Grand Dane! Meddling in everybody's lives. Trying to
be so perfect all the tine. Al ways judging everybody else!" Her
eyes were flashing and John renmenbered her telling himonce that
her nother had been or still was a Grand Danme with sone obscure

Family. He wondered what famly it was?

She coll ected hersel f, enmbarrassed at her nonmentary rant,
"Let's forget all this sort of talk. You'll see me again! And
now, don't you have a 'gift' for ne???"

He hung his head at the thought of what was to come. She
had rejected himagain, or at |east his honorable offer, though
he could not say that he felt surprised. WMybe if he just gave

her nmore time. But, he wanted her so! "Yes... yes. Let nme give
you one of Vincent's works. Here's one that was done on our
voyage home." He rose and reached for one of Vincent's dazzling,

i ncendi ary scenes from space.
"A painting?" she asked, skeptically.
"Yes! O course!" He grew excited at the thought of maybe

wi nni ng her over through Vincent's art. "It's a beautiful work
he did based on his perceptions of outer space... Wat he saw



through nmy ship's viewscreen. It will be pricel ess soneday!" He
was struggling with the painting's wall catch. It wouldn't
rel ease.

"' Sonmeday' ? Wat's it worth NOAP"

"Well, the gallery hasn't even opened yet. He's not
conpletely accepted yet. But he will be! Then his work will be
i n highest denand. He's so productive! W plan to open
galleries in all the older, established Galactic colonies. He's
really the greatest artist of all time, you know" He could not
get the painting free fromits catch, and though he felt |ike
breaking it free with force, he did not want to damage it, so he
dropped his hands at his sides and faced her as she stood
i nnocently smling up at him

"John, dear, I'mnot interested in investnents. | have
bills to pay. Wy don't you just pull out that wonderful Larsch
credit card of yours and bestow a donation based on... ny own

artistic achievements, of which | seemto renenber you cl ai m ng
as the 'greatest ever'..."

John | ooked deep into her soft, dark eyes, but saw not what
he longed to see. Wth a deep sigh and eye-brows arched
phil osophically, he pulled forth his huge wallet and wi thdrew his
Larsch card of ivory with its flow ng designs and | egends
enbossed in gold. He tapped into the card's mniature keypad his
aut horization code and an ampunt, then asked, "Where's yours?"

Smiling, she presented a sinple utility card, drawn on one
of the long established Infinity Gty banks. "Here it is, ny

generous friend. You are feeling generous today, aren't you?"
and she pulled the card back a little, suddenly pouting and
| ooki ng so hel pl ess.

John could feel himself yielding to her charm He was a
fool, he knew, to dearly love this kind of girl so. But, life
was infinite and he felt sure that sonmeday he would wi n her over.
She was young, al nost as young as he, in Infinity City terns, or
so he thought. "I'll always be generous to you, Mandy. [|'l]
al ways do anything for you that | can." This made her blush, but
she did not break fromhis sincere gaze. He paused, then added
anot her zero at the end of the anount, took her card, which she
was happily offering, and placed it beneath his so that they both
touched at the transfer point. Then, he pressed the button
mar ked TRANSFER to send an el ectronic voucher for the specified
amount fromhis card into hers, good at any |local bank. He
slowy offered her back her card.

She took it daintily -- her dazzling smile returning -- and
| ooked at the amount of the voucher displayed in glow ng
nunerals. Her eyes wi dened. "You ARE feeling generous today!"

He said, with a little sulkiness, "That's nothing conpared
to what one of Vincent's paintings will be worth."

"His stuff is really worth all that?" she asked
t houghtfully, |ooking around at Vincent's paintings all over the
private showoom while then storing her credit card safely back



into her purse. She shrugged, stood once again on her tip-toes
to give hima peck on the cheek and said inpishly, "Thank you,
Johnny! Now |I'm'off to see the wizard'!™ And with that, she
ski pped out the back door, which closed automatically behind her

| eaving a young nman staring after; his feelings all astir; his

t hought s argui ng anongst thenselves. He seened to recall reading
that Vincent had | ong ago suffered days |ike these..

The robot stirred and asked, "May | clean up the ness, Sir!"

He grinned ruefully, "Go ahead and try..." and stal ked out
into the gallery, where he threw hinself back into the work of
preparing for the grand opening..

During the next few days, John One tried several tines to
get in touch with Mandy. Every tine he called her apartnent,
however, and told the conputer who he was, it would repeat the
same di sappoi nting message informng himthat Mandy was al
booked up for the foreseeable future. Unable to bear the
rejection any |longer, he gave up. She just did not want himto
be a part of her life.

CHAPTER 23 - FRI ENDS MEET

It was a quiet evening at the CAFE OF THE WELL. The owner
M. Manfretti was standing within the wood-franed bar. He was a
pl unmp man, average in height with black curly hair above a
receding hairline, glitterning dark brown eyes above an enornous
nose, and a large nouth usually smling graciously. He was busy
di pping wi ne gl asses fresh fromthe di shwasher into his new
gl azi ng machi ne, which left each glass sparkling as if coated
wi th m croscopic dianonds. Actually, the machine sinply coated
each glass with a harnm ess |ayer of carbon only a few nol ecul es
thick. Some believed this even inproved the taste of wine.

Busi ness was light, it being a weeknight, with only a single
famly at an inside table and a few coupl es rel axi ng out si de.
M. Manfretti was quite happy, though. Business in general had
doubl ed since M. Vincent Van Gogh had beconme a regular, alnost a
fixture at the cafe. Sometines Vincent would even bring canvas
and easel, then paint M. Manfretti's pretty little seven-year-
ol d daughter, dark-eyed Angelica.

He sighed happily at the thought of her, his newest
daughter, and her nother his newest wife, so young she was not
even taking the PILL OF LIFE yet. They had net, fallen in | ove
and married only four years ago. M. Manfretti was 255 cal endar
years her senior. Though he was, of course, on the PILL, he

still |ooked rmuch ol der than her, because he had not started
taking the PILL OF LIFE until he was in his calendar 50's. All
those years ago... He had inmgrated to Infinity City froman

obscure pl anet col onized by ancient Earth; a planet with nedica
technol ogy that had not devel oped to the point of solving the
probl em of natural aging yet.

However, his people WERE fantastic cooks and M. Manfretti
had wangl ed hinmself a berth on an exploratory sail ship operated



by an Adventurer fromiInfinity Cty. After eating continually at
M. Manfretti's restaurant there on the planet, the Adventurer
could not bear to spend months and nonths in space eating
standard ship fare. Ofering M. Manfretti the PILL OF LI FE and
a generous wage, he talked himinto selling his restaurant and
hiring on as ship's cook. M. Mnfretti's wife of over 30 years
had died a year before of cancer; they had been childless; and,
he was tired of all the nenories the old restaurant caused -- he
gl adl y agreed and si gned on board.

The sail ship's doctor prescribed a saturati on dosage of the
PILL OF LIFE. The very next time the sailship put in at Infinity
City, the Adventurer lived up to his pronise and paid for the
expensi ve custom prescription. This was meant for people
starting the PILL late in life, already suffering fromthe
effects of aging. Unfortunately, due to the i mune systems
inability to repair scar tissue, and other simlar problens,
people M. Manfretti's age could only expect parti al
rejuvenation, though they would age no nore. He had been in good
health, a little heavy, and after a few nonths the doctor's
nmedi cal conputer reported all internal organs had rejuvenated to
an acceptable level. He would never be a tennis star, but would
be up to any activity a healthy nman of 45 could handle. He was
satisfied with that. MORE than satisfied!

Hi s flesh got clearer; age spots disappeared; however, he
remai ned | ooking m ddl e aged. The doctor offered plastic surgery
but M. Manfretti just chuckled and said, "I want to open up
anot her restaurant soneday. Nobody's going to trust a young
| ooki ng cook to be any good, you know what | nean? Look at nme...
| got alittle paunch -- | eat well! | look alittle old -- hey,
| been around. Good for business!..."

VWhen the sailship returned to Infinity City after five ship
years traveling around the Gal axy, M. Manfretti had saved enough
fromhis percentage of the ship's profit to purchase his current
little cafe near the WELL OF THE WSH. He soon married his
second wi fe and had several children. Life could be so good!

What a paradise Infinity Gty really was!

Unfortunately, he fell victimto a strange problemthat was
really a benefit for Infinity City. After his children grew up
nost grew bored with the 30-mle wide Infinity Cty, and one by
one each berthed out aboard whatever sailship was available --

"in search of new event horizons" (as the saying went). His wife
m ssed her children very badly and was not as suited to the life
of a restaurateur as M. Manfretti. Their relationship becane
strained and they agreed to part ways; he continued with his
restaurant and she went off to live with her favorite son, who
had becone a respectabl e banker on sone obscure world up in the
Gal axy.

This same pattern occurred with his third, fourth and fifth
wi ves, and woul d probably occur, he sonetinmes thought sadly to
hinself, with his present sixth wife. "But," he would say to his
friends, "Wat can you do, you know what | nean???" Such a
phi | osophi cal man, M. Manfretti...

The Infinity City sibling-to-parent ratio was extrenely high



due to its nost nodern of mnedical sciences and an extremne
cultural affinity toward children. However, the children
continually grew up, grew bored, and left. Some came back, but
nost either settled el sewhere anong the spreadi ng pl anets of
human col oni zation, or were killed, it being a dangerous Gal axy.

So, the high birth rate of Infinity Gty was bal anced by the
emgration rate. There was sonme inmigration, like M. Mnfretti,
but few people up in the Galaxy were interested in the idea of
moving into a black hole. Rarely did the Infinity City engineers
have to add on to the di sk-shaped superstructure of Infinity
City, though the original engineers had obviously designed the
girder systemfor endl ess expansion, and there was actually
pl enty nore room between the black hole's first and second event
hori zons for even nmore Infinity Gtys.

M. Manfretti | ooked up to check on his daughter, saw her
peaki ng over the table at the posttenporal Vincent Van Gogh and
his partner, M. John One of the Larsch, who had just sat down.
They had been showi ng up every evening during the | ong days
readying the gallery for its grand opening. M. Mnfretti
swelled with pride at the thought of his restaurant being the
haunt for these two, who had becone the talk of the town.

Vi ncent was the strangest character he had ever known in all his
years of restauranting. Thoroughly Iikable, he was though. Such
a caring young man. So full of the passion of life. He should
marry and have many children, M. Mnfretti thought. LOOK HOW HE
ADORES MY DAUGHTER. HOW MANY TI MES HAS HE PAI NTED HER, | FORGET!

And, John One captured his imagination. This young nan,
barely older than a cub, fresh out of the Mlitia, had such a
magneti smin his relaxed, quiet demeanor that nade hi mseem
capabl e of anything. Such a handsome, trimlooking |ad, too.

M. Manfretti often noticed girls at other tables eyeing John One
who never seened to notice -- just had eyes for that brunette
that came by with himnow and then. Easy to see why, though.

What a beauty SHE was!

M. Manfretti was certain John One was destined for the

greatest of all lives. Manfretti secretly fantasized about a
time several years down the road, when his |atest daughter
Angel i ca, was of age. |magine John One of the Larsch sweeping

her off her feet and asking her to be a Larsh wife. And she
woul d rise up and becone one of their G and Danes, bringing the
nost fanmous people of Infinity Gty to her father's little
restaurant. And then, he would extend the franchise all over the
Gal axy and maybe beyond, the first human restaurant in the

Andr oneda gal axy, the Magell anic clouds, even! The WELL OF THE
W SH CAFE! ..

"...Papa, Papa! M. Vincent and M. One asked me to ask you
if they can have a drink!" H's pretty little daughter with | ong
brown hair and rich green eyes was pulling at his trouser |eg.

He blinked his eyes as he put his frequent little fantasy back on
its nental shelf, and nodded and smiled over to Vincent and John
One. He began mixing their favorite drinks. He knew their
favorite drinks and favorite nmeals by heart. It was early
evening. The sun would set soon. Let's see, Vincent would be
fam shed, but John One never ordered dinner until after dark..



John One and Vincent were chuckling as they sat outside the
cafe in the high-backed, w cker chairs and watched little
Angelica Manfretti tugging at her father as he stood with his
el bow on the bar grinning up into nowhere. Leaning on the glass
t opped banboo franed table, from his high-backed banboo chair,
Vincent said, "I amfond of that old man. | want to paint him
but every day that | come to the cafe to paint him | leave with
anot her portrait of Angelica. Her hair so many shades of brown,
some bordering so close to yellow that | go nad! Ah, but the
sweetest of all children!"”

"Yes, she is," agreed John. "Looks l|ike her father nust be
t hi nki ng up sone new delicacy. He's an incredible cook! The
restaurants of France back on old Earth were inpressive, but |
woul dn't want to have any but this one next to the gallery. It
seens |like this cafe attracts nore people every day."

"Yes, his food has the richness and delight of the tastes
that | seek with colors on ny canvas."

John | ooked at him then scratched his chin and | ooked back
inside the cafe, "My uncle night be interested in franchising M.
Manfretti. He's been tal king about franchising the gallery if
it's a success."

From behi nd them sonmeone commented: "Wy not a conbination
gallery and bar?! Get 'emdrunk themsell 'emyour crazy
pai ntings!" John and Vincent whirled around to find a young man
standing at their table with hands on hips, grinning down at
them He was tall, solidly built, with nmessy dark bl onde hair,
and blue eyes. He had a small but dashing scar on the |eft cheek
of his clean-shaven face (fromhis active Mlitia days), and a
face-splitting, mschievous grin.

John leapt to his feet. "Jason! It's you!" And he grabbed
the other's arms.

“I'n the flesh, old blast-off buddy." He began harm essly
pumrel i ng John's stomach with both fists.

John grabbed his wists and | ooked around enbarrassed.
"Come on, Jason. W're not in the MIlitia anynore."

"Ckay, M. Serious ... M. Qut-rank-ne!"

"Hey, you always got higher marks on every Acadeny exam we
ever had together. You graduated at the top of the class!"

Jason waved his hand. "Bah! Al that head stuff! \What's
that matter out in space? You're the one that zoonmed up the
ranks. You were anmzing in the Belatorian Skirmsh! | played
back your battle tapes. How can you think so fast? You got a
bl ack hole in your head? O are you outside of tinme or
sormet hi ng?"

"It was just the acadeny training, nothing nmore," he said,



grinning at the menory of his first, hot battle. "You could have
done as well, if you weren't so old!" John teased. Jason had
nmysteriously avoided the mlitia draft until his late 30's. It
was a feat he had successfully kept secret for years and had only
confided in John One. Though Jason had been far ol der than al

t he ot her school -aged pl ebes, no one knew since he was on the
PILL and | ooked just as young as all the others. Somehow Jason's
conputer file had been doctored and even the Acadeny itself had
never been wise to his actual age. H s secret advantage of mnuch
greater age, maturity and experience resulted in him becom ng the
ring-leader of his class. He had |ead the rest of his young,

nai ve cohorts through year after year of m schievous, outrageous,
even scandal ous activity, especially during that strange unusua
and never-to-be-repeated year when the Grand Danes had decided to
try a m xed class of young men AND wonen. |If only they had known
that a | echerous nman of 39 had been lurking in that year's

cl ass. ..

"Yeah, right..." Jason | ooked over at Vincent, who had been
delightedly observing the two old friends. "I've been reading
about your interesting little adventure digging up this fossi
back on old Earth."

Vincent adored listening to others interact and wanted the
two to continue. To Jason he said, "Your friend saved ny life by

bringing me back here. | owe himeverything. "
Jason | ooked at John. "Gateful little bugger, isn't he?
' mcrashing your party,” he said as he pulled up a chair and

sat down. Looking around he scow ed, "How s a fell ow get a drink
around here, anyway?"

"Don't worry, Jason," John said, sitting back down and
patting Jason's fanous drinking arm "Here cones the owner."

M. Manfretti cane bustling up to the table, holding a tray
of drinks with one hand, a towel draped over his arm "Ah,
gentl eren, ny apol ogi es for keeping you waiting!" He was wearing
a baggy, shiny satin yellow shirt, which ruffled inpressively as
he swept his free hand about in flourishes, noving the drinks to
the table. John's was just a glass of the house wi ne. Vincent
had a glass of his favorite synthesized Chablis. And
unexpectedly, M. Mnfretti plopped down a synthesized scotch on
the rocks for Jason.

Jason | ooked down at the drink, |ooked up at M. Mnfretti
dubi ously and asked, "Scotch?"

"Of course, young buccaneer! The favorite of all G eat
Adventurers!”

Fl attered, Jason smugly arched his eyebrows, snirked, wagged
his head snugly and commented, "OF course!" He took a thirsty
pull at his drink. "Ahhh! That's scotch, all right!"

Vi ncent and John roared with laughter. John sl apped Jason
on the back and ordered, "M. Manfretti, don't let his glass
enpty and you'll have a custoner for life!"

They all | aughed and M. Manfretti sniled, bowed and asked,



"Can | get you fine gentlenen sonething to eat?"

"I"'mwaiting for nmy friend Mandy to show up. |'ll order
with her. But you two can go ahead..." John said | ooking at
Vi ncent and Jason.

Jason declined, frowning, "Nothing for ne. | just had a
huge neal over at the space port hotel."

Vi ncent | ooked at John anusedly, "John, how can you go
another mnute without eating. W' ve been working constantly
since this breakfast. And no afternoon neal! You peopl e of
Infinity City with this '"big meal after the sun goes down'! This
is my only conplaint. Please, M. Mnfretti, my usual before
atrophy!"

"Certainly, M. Van Gogh! And, | know what you nean. On ny
hone pl anet, the biggest neal was in the afternoon. And then, a
nice nap. That's howto live life! But here: work, work, work!
Hal f nmy customers fall asleep during dinner."

"It nust be the half that drink as much as Jason does,"
conmment ed John One, gesturing at Jason's now enpty gl ass.

Jason grinned and cocked an ear toward his glass, "Hey, do
you hear that?! My ice cubes are crying: 'Help! Save us!
W're drying out!""

M. Manfretti threw out his hands in nock alarm " Good
Lord, | let your glass get empty! | nust be aging. Were's ny
PILLS? A thousand pardons, young sir! | shall refill forthwith
and that first one is on the house!" And with that, he scooped

up Jason's glass and flew back to the bar, the three nen
chuckl i ng behind him

John renenbered that he had not nade introductions. He
turned to Jason and gestured at Vincent, "Jason Jason, | would
like you to nmeet Vincent Van Gogh. Did | pronounce it right TH S
time, Vincent?"

"Closer, ny friend, you get closer every day," Vincent said

sm ling.

"I thought | had it that time. OCh, well... And Vincent,
this is an old dear friend | went to school and served with in
the Mlitia Guard: Jason Jason."

Jason qui pped, "You can call nme by nmy first nane!"

John groaned, "How many tinmes have | heard that one?!"

"Yeah, with a name like this, | never know if a lady's being
passi onate or just courteous..."

John | ooked at Jason, his eyes wi de, pretending he was
shocked and adnoni shed, "Jason!"

Vincent frowned in puzzl enent, then shrugged and asked, "M



friend, your full name is 'Jason Jason'? |Is this a custom where
you cone fronP"

Jason was watching with concern as M. Manfretti wal ked over
deftly swinging the tray with Jason's drink in great arcing
| oops; the tray actually upside down at the top of each | oop

yet not spilling a drop (250 years of practise). "Huh, ny nane?
Oh, I'mfromhere, but dad gave me his first nane, so | took the
patronym c instead of my father's surname. Just ny sense of
humor -- and | didn't want to be called '"Junior.""

"He's lying, Vincent!" John put it, grinning, "Two different
nanes woul d have been npbre than HE coul d renenber!"”

Jason said snugly, "Hey, John, the |adies never forget."

They all chuckl ed sone nore, except Vincent. They sipped at
their drinks -- even Jason, who had been served his second.

John | ooked at Jason and inquired, "Jason, you're staying at

the hotel. On your way out or in or staying for awhile?"

"I"ve been in for a few weeks now. 'Wanna get goi ng soon
but Mom and Dad are having their 100th anni versary. Can you
believe it? I'mthrowing thema party tonmorrow night. Just
famly and close friends -- there's a difference, you know Wy
don't you both come? Mmwould |ove to neet you, M. Van Gogh
She's just as excited as everyone el se about you. | started

heari ng about you on the newsnet, just in fromthe event
horizon. "

Vi ncent | ooked at John hel pl essly. John expl ai ned, "Jason

Tormorrow s the grand opening of our new art gallery. | was just
about to invite you! W have to be there; it's business. What
a shame we can't make their 100th! |Is it exactly tonorrow?"

"Yes! You know how traditional they both are. But, don't
worry! They won't mind."

"How soon are you off again?"

"Any day now. There's nothing new for sailships lately, so

I'"ve got no refitting to do; the ship's in perfect shape. 1'm
footl oose and fancy free, especially regarding the |adies. And,
| can't wait to get back to work. God, | |ove space! Just want

to be back up there in nmy ship, sailing all over the Gal axy.

John shook his head, "Ch, Jason, what about your famly?
You're visiting your parents for only a couple of weeks? You're
their only child, aren't you?"

Jason bristled, "I amno child! Can a child rescue a
reaction-drive cruise ship with 100,000 passengers?!™"

"Whoa! Settle down! |'mjust asking if your parents have
had any nore kids."

Jason | ooked apol ogetic, "Sorry. No they haven't, and
wi sh they would. They STILL treat ne like I"'mfive years old or



something. Drives ne nuts! Gets on nme nerves! Every tine |I'm
about to blast out of here it's 'Ch, Jason! You're our only son

Why can't you work with father at the store?! You'll get killed
trying to rescue everyone!'" He shook his head and | ooked at his
drink.

Vi ncent | ooked at John, then back to Jason, and | eaned
toward him "M. Jason, whom do you rescue?"

Jason just shrugged, rattled the ice in his glass and
answered simply, "Anyone."

John One expl ai ned, "Jason rescues di sabl ed space vessels
that are stranded in space, Vincent."

Vi ncent was inpressed and | ooked at Jason with surprise and
then puzzl enment, "Back on Earth, the seas and oceans are vast. A

vessel in trouble has little chance of being found. | amtold
that the space between the stars is billions of times |arger than
an ocean." He shook his head in bew | derment. "How do you find

a ship lost in sonmething so | arge?"

Jason shrugged, "It's the perpendicular time thing about
Infinity City. | have the library archive conmputer search
t hrough news headlines fromall the papers it has on file.
They' ve been getting el ectronic dunps fromthe col oni zed planet's
| ate periods for years now. Wien it finds anything about a
m ssing ship, like where it left from where it's going, what
ki nd of propul sion systemit has, then | up-ship, fly to its hone

pl anet and followits course, listening for radio distress calls.
| even went back in tine, once, and followed a ship right from
its takeoff, so I'd know right where it broke down! It's a |lot

of fun, exciting, and there's noney init. Gateful folks pay a
| ot of noney after being rescued. Also, there's trading init,
t 0o.

"Like I say, I'll be going out again as soon as | can." *7.
He | ooked up, his eyes brightening. "You can't believe how nany
lives |I've saved! These people are so grateful. They all start
crying and promise the world if | even visit themon their
pl anets -- 1've got mllions of business cards!"

Then proddi ng John with his el bow, he |eered, "And, oooh
the ladies are so grateful." Something to the side caught
Jason's attention. "And speaking of |adies, |ook at what we have
herel Mm mm"

The three turned to see Mandy getting out of a robot cab a
few steps away. She smiled over at John, turned to the cab and
sai d, "Just charge the Larsch account."

The cab | oudly announced, "Inmedi ate authorization required
for verbal charges!"

Mandy pranced up to the table and asked sweetly, "Johnny,
woul d you be a dear and nake this nasty cabby go away for nme?"

John hastily got up, went over to the cab, and spoke in a
subdued voi ce, "Charge authorized by nme, John One, Larsch son."



A nmoment | ater, the cab spoke in an equally subdued,
conspiratorial voice, "ldentification validated. Charge cleared.
Thank you, sir, please choose our line again next tine." It then
snoothly drifted off down the street.

Mandy, meanwhil e, had taken John's chair. However, M.
Manfretti, alnost tel epathically aware of everything going on in
his restaurant, had al ready grabbed anot her hi gh-backed chair
froman enpty table and deftly planted it at their table before
John had wal ked back. Wth uncanny dipl onacy, the chair had been
i nserted between Mandy and Jason, with Vincent now next to Mandy.

John One sat hunched over with his arns folded on the table,
gazing at Mandy. Next to him Jason was |leaning forward with his
chin alnost in his glass, smling past John at Mandy fromear to
ear. Vincent maintained a dignified posture and was staring at
her intently out of the corner of his eyes, his face now a
frozen, serious mask -- never had he seen a worman of such
al luring beauty.

John said, "Hello, Mandy!" He wasn't sure if he should kiss
her in front of people she had never net before -- it had upset
her whenever he had in the past.

Mandy smiled at him as if waiting, and after a few nonents
si ghed, "Dear John...," then |ooked around the table. "I see
everybody has drinks..."

John awkwardly stamrered, "Ch, | should order sonething... |
shoul d have had something waiting. ... 1..."

M. Manfretti materialized. "Ah, an angel has ascended from
t he second event horizon! M dear lady, it is indeed an honor
yes it is, to have your |ovely presence gracing nmy poor, little

establishment. May | serve you a liquorious libation, or are
angel s forbidden anything that m ght 'loosen the tongue and make
us feel young' ???"

Mandy batted her lustrous eyel ashes at M. Manfretti and
said, "Charming man... | would like..." and she tilted her head,
| ooked around the table, and seeing Vincent and his gl ass of
wi ne, said "G ve ne what he's having, but make it pink!"

VI NCENT SAWH S DRI NK TURN INTO A PINK DOVE. | T ROSE
FLUTTERI NG FROM THE TABLE, TO Cl RCLE ARCUND AND AROUND OVER HEAD
WHERE A HUGE SI LVERY SPACE SHI P, SHAPED LI KE A FAT WATERMELON,
FLOATED IN THE SKY. | T SUDDENLY SPLIT OPEN | TS FAT BELLY
DI SGORG NG 100, 000 MORE DOVES, ALL WHITE. THE ORI G NAL PI NK DOVE
FLEW UP TO THEM AND LED THEM ALL AWAY TO SAFETY DOMN | NTO JOHN
ONE' S GLASS. THEY ALL HAD H GH PI TCHED VO CES LI KE LI TTLE G RLS,
AND LAUGHED AND CHATTERED UNTI L THEY DW NDLED | NTO NOTHI NGNESS. . .

Still offering her hand, Mandy again said, "Pleased to neet
you, M. Van Gogh!"

Vi ncent took her hand. Where was M. Manfretti? He thought



he had been standing right there between hinself and this |ovely

lady. He nunbl ed, "Pleased to neet you, mademoiselle..."” He let
go of her hand and stared down at his drink. He thought he saw a
dove BUT I T MUST BE JUST A BUBBLE...

Mandy fol ded her hands under her chin and sat thoughtfully
| ooking at Vincent. Jason, who had been | ooking at Mandy with
various thoughts on H'S m nd, caught John One's eye, gave hima
pl ayful wi nk and began swirling the ice around in his gl ass.

John smiled slightly. Then, sensing that Jason would start
teasi ng himat any nmonment, decided to head himoff: "So, Jason
where are you off to next?"

Jason | eaned back, looking up into Infinity Gty's bright

blue artificial sky. "Ch, | think I've tracked down a big one,
this time. A fanmous, |ost space-liner full of colonists froma
pl anet around Rigel. The 'Heaven,' it's called. Lost only eight

years ago. Search ships found nothing between its origin and
destination. No debris, no trace, no radio distress nessages.
Must have gone off course. | have an idea of what happened,
though. Its course was near one of our main mlitia patro
routes, around one of our dear NEIGHBORS, and also near," he

| eaned forward, |ooking at everyone slyly, "near one of those
gravitonic whirlpools -- caused by anti-gravitons, if you believe
the theory. Anyway, the whirlpool is on our maps of the area and
I think it knocked them off course,” he | eaned back with a snug

| ook, tapping his fingers together. *8.

John asked, "How could anything be left to find?" He turned
to Mandy, "Anti-gravitons in a gravitonic whirlpool hitting the
gravitonic sails of a ship can cause a nucl ear explosion."

Jason raised a finger, "That's just the dom nant theory!
Sone believe the gravitons may pop back out somewhere else in
space or tinme. Maybe within a Second Event Horizon! Anyway, the
HEAVEN wasn't even a sailship. It had sone kind of primtive
nucl ear propulsion. | think the whirlpool just tossed them up
close to the speed of light, then shot themway off course. Now,
their local tine is too slowed down for themto get things under
control. So I'll go out and rescue them And | don't want to
just back-bounce. *9. | want ny rescues to STICK." *10. The one
time Jason went back in the past to find a | ost ship, he had
decided to rescue it anyway. Though he had returned to the
present and Infinity City with a huge reward fromthe ship, it
bot hered himimensely that now, since the Galactic past would
have reverted back to the way it was, the ship would again be
| ost.

John smiled and said, "That neans CURRENT history reports
that you didn't find them You'll be taking the Horizon Nornal

route out and be looking in the PRESENT tinme. But, | can tel
you that there's nothing like traveling in the past with all of
history to help you out!" John | ooked significantly at Vincent.

Jason shrugged. He was nore idealistic than his friend, and felt
| eery about traveling in the past.

Mandy interrupted, "What in the world are you two talking



about? You nen do nothing but tal k about prow ing around

history. The Grand Danmes are right! You men are going to ness
around with Tinme one tine too many and it's going to cause the
Great Contradiction. Then, the next tine you go sailing out of
the bl ack hole, you aren't going to find anything but nothing!"

Jason began shaking both of his index fingers in the air,
"Not 'nothing'! The theory is that the Geat Contradiction wll
cause EVERYTHING It will all be white, everywhere!"

John added, "Unless there are black hol es duplicated
ever ywhere."

Jason retorted, "But infinite black hol es woul d reduce the
tenmporal di nension down to just a single point, contradicting the
Great Contradiction in the first place!"

John frowned in concentration, trying to inagine it all
Mandy said, "Ch, this is all too nuch! \Where is ny drink?" She
began | ooking around just as little Angelica Manfretti arrived
with a snmall tray with Mandy's bright pink drink on it. "Here
you are, Ma'am" she said, as seriously as can be.

Mandy smiled down at her, "Wat a sweet little girl! Thank
you dear. |Is the proprietor your father?" Angelica nodded with
her brown eyes wide and solem. "Good! Go tell himwe' re ready
to order." Little Angelica ran off to find her father

Mandy turned to Vincent who, with his hands behind his head,
was dream |y | ooking up at the First Event Horizon, which could
be seen as a small red dot, now that the sun was setting. She
said, "Well, at |least YOUR excursion into Tine was a trenendous
success, John darling.” John One smiled with pride. "I read in
the INFINITY CITY JOURNAL OF RECENT ADVENTURE that you even saved
Vincent's |life back there on Earth. Vincent, is this true?"

Vi ncent | ooked at her and his eyes grew wide..

VI NCENT WAS SI TTING ON THE EARTH, AS |IF IT WERE THE Sl ZE OF
A DESK-TOP GLOBE; WATCHI NG ALL THE STARS I N THE SKY TURN | NTO
BRI GHT RAI NBOW COLCRS, AND ONE BY ONE, DROPPI NG TOMRD AN | NKY
BLACK HOLE. THE STARS WOULD THEN SW RL AND DANCE AROUND | T UNTI L
EACH FELL I NSIDE. WHEN THEY WERE ALL GONE, THE EARTH SUDDENLY
SLI PPED QUT FROM UNDER HI'M SPED TOMRD THE BLACK HOLE, BUT GOT
STUCK I N THE EVENT HORI ZON, BEING TO BI G TO FIT THROUGH. VI NCENT
WAS TERRI FI ED AND TRI ED TO GO RETRI EVE THE EARTH, BUT THERE WAS
NO GROUND FOR HI' S FEET TO PUSH AGAI NST. HE FLAILED H' S ARMS AND
KI CKED H' S FEET BUT COULD DO NOTHI NG AND GO NOMHERE. . .

"...M. Van Gogh! John, what's the matter with hin? He's
staring at me. Make himstop!"

John | ooked at Vincent, then at Jason who was | ooking at
Vincent with a puzzled expression. Then, John | eaned across the
table toward Vincent and said, "Vincent? Vincent! \Wat are you
doi ng?" Jason began snapping his fingers in Vincent's face.

They had all been staring at Vincent and had not noticed M.
Manfretti walk up to the table. Wen he brightly said, "My I



t ake your order, fol ks!" Mandy, who was staring at Vincent,

al nost hypnoti zed by Vincent's wi de-eyed staring, dropped her
glass in surprise, exclaimng, "Ch!" The glass fortunately did
not tip over, but did make a rather | oad bang.

Vincent noticed that M. Manfretti had mysteriously appeared
next to himand that everyone was now staring at him He turned
to Jason quizzically, who stopped snapping his fingers, and then
turned to M. Manfretti, deciding everyone was waiting for himto
order. "My usual, M. Manfretti."

"Ckay, Vincent," M. Manfretti answered. "One vegetarian
salad,"” He bowed slightly toward Mandy, "And, dear |ady, ny
apol ogies for startling you, and what would you |ike to order?"

"Wll, I"'mnot that hungry, but I amin the nmood for
somet hi ng special. Wat would you reconmend?"

"Ahhh! | have many specialties fromaround the Gal axy,
fresh off the sailships daily. Today, | have just received a
supply of a rare delicacy froma planet called Euclid. A
pheasant-1li ke bird, that one sautes and serves rolled in
crepes..."

"Ch, that's called Monsha! | haven't had that in nonths!
That woul d be perfect.”

"Ah, you are a lady of cultivated taste. Now, | rnust |et
you know that com ng fromso far away the cost of such delicacies
can be surprising..."

Mandy turned toward John, opened her dark eyes w de and
tilted her head sadly. John, looking into their soft, brown
dept hs, found hinmself wonderfully charmed up and down, once
again. "M treat tonight," he said softly, still gazing into
Mandy's beautiful face. "And, I'll have the sane..."

"Very good, M. Larsch! You both are in for a taste
experience you will not soon forget. And," he raised his
eyebrows | ooki ng at Jason

Jason was grinning slightly, watching his friend John out of
the corner of his eye and sensing the obvious relationship. "Oh,

| want the rare delicacy, too. And give ne a lot of it. And,

| ook!" he said, raising his glass and pouting. "It's enpty
agai n!"

"Ah, | have been remiss!" cried M. Mnfretti. "M good
sir, | shall make anends i mediately. So, that's one vegetarian

sal ad and three Monshas. M. Van Gogh, would you like to try
Monsha toni ght ?"

Vi ncent watched John and Mandy gazing at each other. ON A
PLANET FAR, FAR AWAY, HE RAN THROUGH A FIELD OF LONGRASS. HI' S
W NGS WOULD NOT ENABLE HI M TO FLY. OTHERS COULD, BUT HE COULD
NOT. AND, AS HE WOULD APPROACH OTHERS OF HI S KIND, THEY WOULD
El THER RUN OFF ALONG THE PI LED STONE WALLS THAT ENCLOSED THE
FI ELD OR THEY WOULD FLY UP TO LAND ON THE STONE WALL, STARI NG



DOWN AT HI'M CURI QUSLY. HE JUMPED AND JUVPED, AND TRI ED SO HARD

BUT COULD NOT FLY AT ALL. HE CHASED AFTER THE OTHERS AROUND THE
FI ELD, BUT ALWAYS FOUND THEM ON THE OPPCSI TE SI DE, GATHERED ALL

ALONG THE BASE OF THE STONE WALL, STARI NG BACK AT HM AS |F HE

WAS SOME SORT OF CDDITY.

"...M. Vincent, excuse nme, ny daydreamng friend..."

John interrupted, "Just bring himthe salad, M. Mnfretti."
M. Manfretti bowed, turned, and was away.

Jason | eaned back, enjoying the warm buzz from his scotch
and regarded Vincent staring off into nowhere again. "CQur dreany
friend here has come a long way, AND a long tinme from hone.

How s he adapting to our little city?"

John al so | ooked at Vincent and shook his head a little.
"Quite well, actually. He's very busy painting. He goes up in
t he excursion-skiffs often and stays up there for hours, just
drifting around, usually painting. He comes to this place
everyday now, for nost of his nmeals. Seeing himat a table
talking with other artists rem nds ne of when | back in his
Ni net eent h-century France."

Mandy added, "John and Vincent are opening a gallery, very
soon, patterned after old France. Isn't that right, John?"

"Yes, sort of. That was the original intention. But,
Vi ncent keeps bringing in nmore and nore sophisticated lighting
equi pment. The gallery is looking nore like a | aser store. He
has these nultifaceted, reflective feedback |ighting systens that
actually lets himfine-tune the colors of all of the paintings.
It's amazing. He didn't like the color of an excursion ship's
sail in one picture, so he actually changed it from orange to
yel l ow wi t hout affecting any of the colors in the rest of the
picture. At least | convinced himto let me nount the units on
the ceilings so our guests won't trip on them"

"These |ight machi nes give nme so much nore control over what

| want to show," said Vincent, no |onger daydreaning. "The
technol ogy here lets me do nore than | have ever dreaned
possible. | do nothing but paint. Wen | have to stop to eat or

sl eep, | think of nothing but painting.”

Mandy said brightly, "John says they'll sell Vincent's work
all around the Gal axy and nmake a fortune!"

John shrugged, "Well, ny uncle is very enthusiastic about
this. W' ve already sold a few pieces around the Cty. Vincent

has a good following here already. Once the Gallery is opened,
though, | really want to get back to space -- like you, Jason."

Jason sighed, "Yes, you can't keep me away fromit for |ong.
Ah, the excitenent of sailing the gravitonic currents!”

Mandy said, "John, how can you tal k of going back to space?
Who' Il guard poor Vincent?"



John | ooked at her quizzically, "Guard hinP Guard himfrom
who?"

"From those guys, for exanple!" And, she pointed to a bl ack
sedan that was now parked down the street on the opposite side.
They all |ooked over at it. The interior was darkened, but John
coul d make out several individual silhouettes.

Vi ncent nodded, "Yes, | have seen that car parked there
several times this week. M. Mnfretti went over yesterday to
see who they were, but they drove away. He says he thinks it's
suspicious and will call the authorities if the car keeps coning
back. "

John chuckl ed, "M. Manfretti... They're just nore of your
secret admrers, Vincent."

Jason nurnured, "Looks suspicious to ne! That's a rented
linp' fromthe space port. | rented ny car froma yard that had
plenty just like it. Probably used nostly by off-worlders.”

"OfFf-worl ders that maybe are interested in enticing away
your art-producing gold mne," Mandy said with a narrow gaze
toward the nysterious car. "YOU go see what they want, John
Are you arnmed?"

"Ch, Mandy, conme on. Vincent has a good follow ng, sure.
And, the Gallery will probably be a big success. But, | just
don't think it's all worth enough to attract any of f-worlders.™
He gestured toward Vincent, "No offense, Vincent, but you're
alive now. And, art just doesn't sell as nuch froma living
painter."

Jason | aughed and said jokingly, "Hey, | know how you could
make a bundle. Just have Vincent junp down the WELL."

Mandy grimaced, "That's terriblel John, your friend is
nmorbid. And, Vincent won't have to junmp down anything to nake a
fortune because," and she smiled at Vincent. "he's the greatest
artist of all tinme."

Vi ncent | ooked at her beautiful face smiling at himand felt
his heart begin pounding in his chest. He was ashaned at what he
felt... THE SUN WAS BEFORE HM THERE WAS NOTHI NG ELSE AROUND
THE BLACK HOLE BEH ND HI M HAD SUCKED | T ALL AWAY. THE SUN WAS SO
BRI GHT AND SO HOT. HE WAS SLOALY FALLING I NTO I T, BUT THERE WAS
NOTHI NG HE COULD DO TO STCP. | F HE TOUCHED THAT SUN, HE WOULD
BURN AND THERE WOULD BE NOTHI NG LEFT BUT ASH TO BE SUCKED DOWN
THE MAW OF THE BLACK HOLE. HE FELT LI KE HE WAS FALLI NG FASTER
AND FASTER. ..

Mandy took hold of John's arm "John, dear, here cones the
waiter with our dinner. Please be a dear and nake that black car
go away -- | just won't be able to enjoy ny nmeal with those awful
peopl e wat chi ng us!"



John | ooked into her dark, soft eyes and would do anyt hing
she asked of him "Yes, of course, Mandy." He got up out of his
chair.

As John began wal ki ng away, Jason asked with a tone of

anusenent, "John! Shall | cone al ong and assist?"

John shouted back over his shoulder, "No! [I'Il take care of
these guys. YQOU stay there and guard Vincent from M.
Manfretti." Jason | aughed and took a long pull from his drink,

then set it down and rubbed his hands together as M. Mnfretti
laid down their plates with the steamnm ng sauce-covered crepes of
Monsha; Jason's was a triple portion.

But, as soon as John set foot in the street to cross over to
the car, it quickly slid away fromthe curb, past himand the
restaurant, and on down the street, turning at the first
i ntersection and di sappearing fromsight. He shrugged and
returned to the table.

Little Angelica Manfretti was carrying over a basket of
dinner rolls and lifted it up to their table very carefully.
"Monsha is the best thing Papa nakes," she said seriously. "Eat
every bite or he'll get mad and his face will turn red!"

"Angelica!"™ M. Manfretti adnmonished. "Go back to the
ki tchen and hel p your nother!"

Everyone at the table chuckled, then set to eating. Except
Vi ncent, who was once again staring off up into the sky. Jason
reached over, took Vincent's plate of salad with vegetabl es and
fruits of all sorts of glossy colors, and lifted it up to
Vincent's nose. Vincent |ooked down at the plate, then around at
hi s compani ons. Avoidi ng Mandy's gaze, he nmurmured, "l was..
t hi nki ng of painting again. The beauty of it is always on ny
mnd...'

Jason set down Vincent's plate and said, "John, this guy's
definitely an artist," He began wolfing down his Mnsha.

"Good heavens, Jason!" cried Mandy. "Monsha is to be
savoured, not devoured as if you' re sone hungry beast that's just
made a kill."

Jason grinned up at her between nouthfuls. He swall owed.
"Hey, babe, the faster something goes down, the better it tastes!
This stuff's great! |'m gonna get seconds, for sure..."

Mandy sighed, "Some men have such anazing appetites.™

John chuckl ed, "Back in the MIlitia Guard Acadeny, they used
to say 'Jason has the appetite of a black hole!"" They al
| aughed.

Al'l enjoyed the neal inmmensely, finishing about the sane
time, even though Jason had ordered "thirds." M. Mnfretti and
hi s daughter Angelica were clearing the table and putting the
used plates and utensils on top of a serving robot, when suddenly
they all heard a great screeching sound, and turned to see the
nmyst eri ous bl ack sedan come sliding to a halt in the street right



in front of them

Bot h doors of the sedan opened on the cafe side of the car.
A single door opened on the car's other side. Three large nen
got out of the car with one man remaining inside at the car's

controls, frowning out. Everyone at the table watched in
surprise. The serious |ooking nen were all wearing dark suits,
not at all like the current fashions around Infinity Gty,
evidently off-worlders

John and Jason both noved their chairs back and stood up
slowy, facing the nen who were just a short distance away. M.
Manfretti quickly picked up Angelica and hurried back to the door
of the restaurant.

The three men headed toward Vincent. Jason, standing beside
Vi ncent, watched suspiciously. John noved from besi de Jason
around Mandy to stand on Vincent's other side. Vincent and Mandy
sat bewi | dered wat ching the approachi ng group

The first two nen, both with short dark hair were of
enornous build and cane to a stop on either side of Vincent,
i gnoring Jason and John. Vincent |ooked up fromone to the other
in conplete bewildernment. The remaining man canme up behind them
and said, "Your car is waiting, M. Van Gogh. Cone along!" And
with that, the others grabbed each of Vincent's arms and heaved
himerect. Vincent was dwarfed by the size of the two.

John coul d not believe what was happening. There was little
crime of any sort in Infinity Cty.

Jason narrowed his eyes and said nenacingly, "I don't think
M. Van Gogh wants to go with you guys."

The third man said with a sneer, "Stay out of this, boys.
W have business with M. Van Gogh." He failed to realize that
John and Jason were not ordinary nen; they were part of the
Infinity City MIlitia Guard, trained and even psychol ogi cally
conditioned to be warrior killing nmachines, to defend Infinity
City and its people against any threat, especially fromthe
unpr edi ct abl e and dangerous Gal axy. Vincent, now a resident of
Infinity Cty, was under attack. John and Jason were
"progranmmed’ to respond..

The strange man next to Jason, holding Vincent with his
ri ght hand, brought his huge |eft arm back, then took a sw ng at
Jason, who ninbly jerked back out of the way. The man's fi st
cane swi nging around over the table; he lost his balance and
brought his hand down on the table to steady hinmself. But, the
table was only supported by a center colum and tipped over on
Mandy, tossing her back over her chair, with a cry, to the
ground, with everything on the table sliding and spilling down on
to her. John quickly knelt to help her as she struggled out from
under the table.

Jason said quickly, "John, | think I need your assistance."

Mandy | ooked up at the men pulling Vincent toward the car
"Ch, John, I'mall right! But, |ook! They're taking away



Vi ncent!"

John turned to see the two nmen brutally pull Vincent out of
his chair. The third was |ooking nervously back and forth at
John and Jason, and backing away. Jason was pulling at his chin
t houghtfully and frowning, as if contenplating a ganme of chess.

John | ooked down at what they had done to Mandy, then | ooked
back at them draggi ng the hel pl ess Vincent away against his wll;
John's anger started to rise. He felt his brows conme slaming
toget her as he frowned and his teeth clench. Hi s hands cl osed
into fists, as he rose from beside Mandy. He moved out from

beside the table step by step and felt incredible power rising
wi thin himas he watched the nmen pulling the struggling Vincent
toward the car. Ignoring the third nman for the nonent, John

| owered his head and charged toward the other two |like a tiger

Jason shouted, "About tinme!" The man on Vincent's right

si de took another swi ng at Jason as they passed him Jason once
again tilted sideways to his right, avoiding the blow But this
time Jason kicked his left foot forward, driving off his right
leg, heel first into the man's right knee, smashing it. The nman
et go of Vincent as he lost the use of his right |eg and began
falling over. On his way down, Jason hel ped himon his way by
slamming his left fist into the man's ki dney from behi nd.

John was al nost on the other man hol ding Vincent. He
slamed his fists together, leapt into the air and brought his
fists down on the man's head, slanm ng his body down on the nan's
back. John heard sonething in the man crack and the man groaned,
let go of Vincent's armand went over, crashing to the ground
with John's full weight on his back. Wen the man's head hit the
paverent, he went |inp.

The third man swing his foot, giving John a savage kick in
the side. The man | aughed and began delivering a second bl ow.
But John saw it coming and shot his left arm backward to defl ect
it. The man began to stumnble over John. John rolled onto his
back, braced his body with his right |eg and shot out his right
fist, smashing into the man's sol ar plexus, driving
t he punch as hard as he could up fromhis Ieg. The nman gasped
expl osively, was tossed up into the air like a rag doll, then
fell back down onto John

John di sentangl ed hinself fromthe man and struggled to his
feet. He was breathing hard and his side ached. He found Jason
rubbi ng his hands together, grinning and conmenting, "Amateurs,
amateurs. ..’

John | ooked around, opening and closing his fists in rage.
The first thug he had junped was out cold. The one he had
punched in the chest lay trying to breath. The one Jason had
knocked down had vonmited and was holding his leg with the
battered knee, but slowy creeping toward the car. The nman in
the car was now pointing a gun at them He shouted, "Vincent Van
Gogh!  Cone here. Get over here or | kill your friends!"

Vi ncent had been backing away fromthe fighting, but now
began slowy wal king toward the car, as if in a trance.



Mandy, crouching behind the table, began shouting, "Vincent
stop! Don't! They want to enslave you!..."

VI NCENT FOUND HI MSELF APPRCACHI NG A VERY DEEP, BLACK HOLE
NOT AN ASTRONOM C BLACK HOLE, BUT A FRI GHTENI NG LOCKI NG HOLE | N
THE GROUND, BI G ENOUGH TO SWALLOW A MAN. THE GROUND WAS VWHI TE
AND EXTENDED I N ALL DI RECTI ONS. THE SKY WAS AN | NTENSE BLUE. HE
COULD NOT  GET AWAY BECAUSE HE WAS SURRCUNDED BY A RI NG OF BLACK
CARS. THE CARS WERE DRI VI NG SLOALY, THE RI NG TI GHTENI NG AND
TI GHTENI NG, AND VI NCENT WAS DRI VEN CLCSER AND CLOSER TO THE
OM NOUS HOLE. .

Mandy cried, "John do sonething! Don't let themtake
Vi ncent!"

The thug in the car shouted back, "Shut up, bitch, or |
start shooting!"™ He waved the gun threateningly.

John and Jason both stood crouching slightly, staring
intently at the man with the gun. They were both within point-
bl ank gunfire range. Neither was arned.

Vi ncent wal ked sl ow y between themtoward the car. Jason
hi ssed through his teeth, "Vincent! Stop! You can't go with
him Stand still, damm it. He won't dare shoot you. He wants
you alive!"

That gave John One the solution! He junped behind Vincent,
wr apped his arnms around his | ean chest and lifted himoff the
ground. He then began noving rapidly sideways to his right,
putting the windshield of the car between the gunman and Vi ncent
and hinsel f.

In the nmeantime, Jason started creeping to the left and back
behi nd the car, unnoticed by the gun-waving driver who was
bouncing up and down in the driver seat with frustration trying
to deci de what to do.

John saw Jason inching behind the car. John knew Jason had
a lightening fast nmnd and al so could nove as fast as a cat. He
moved with Vincent until he was in front of the car; then began
| ooki ng around, pretending he was confused and didn't know what
to do next.

The man in the car snmled with vicious glee, popped opened
his car door, put the gun in his left hand, and stuck it out
around the w ndshi el d, shaking the gun at John and Vincent. Then
he stuck his head out, as if to get out of the car, but
hesitated, afraid of John. He shouted hoarsely, "Let him go!

I'"lI'l shoot you both! If | can't have him no one gets him"

Suddenly, the driver-side door of the car smashed inward,
the wi ndow delivering a stunning blow to the man's head, knocki ng
hi m back inside, the jam pinning and crushing his wist. The gun
dropped fromhis hand to the street.

Jason |l et go of the back door which he had used to brace
himsel f for the full bodied kick that smashed the door shut. He
snatched up the gun. Jason opened the door, evincing a cry of



pain fromthe man as his crushed wist fell fromits pinned
position. He thrust the gun in the man's face and snarled, "Cee,
| wonder if this thing's |oaded. GQuess I'Il test it out on your
face, ugly!"

The man cried, "No!" and began whi nperi ng.

The faint sound of police sirens could now be heard. They
grew in volune, conming fromdifferent directions. M. Mnfretti
appeared in the doorway of his cafe winging his hands. He
shouted, "It's the cops, boys! | called the cops!"

John let go of Vincent, went around to the side of the car
reached in, and viciously yanked the whi npering nan out of the
car by the lapel of his dark suit; then roughly slamed hi mup
agai nst the side of the car. "Wo are you? Wat the hell were
you trying to do? Tell ne right now, or by the time the police
get here, you'll be dead!"

Jason shouted, "John, don't kill him You've got too many
accidental deaths on your nilitia record already. You' ve got to
stop killing anyone you're angry with!" He was just making it
all up.

John demanded, "What did you want with Vincent?! Answer
me!" He shook the man violently. The collar of the man's suit
suddenly burst open, revealing a small netal band around his
neck.

Jason stood next to John. Seeing the visa-torque, he
exclaimed, "An off-worlder! Wat do you want with Vincent Van
Gogh?" *11. Jason gave hima painful jab in a sensitive area. The
man, already hol ding his broken wist, how ed and cl osed his eyes
in renewed pain. "Answer!... Al right, here comes another,"

Jason nade a fist and cocked his arm back, aimng a blow for the
man's face.

The man opened eyes, saw Jason's fist aimed at himand cried
interror, "No! No nore! No nore!"”

John shook hi m agai n and demanded, "Wo are you? Were are
you fron®"

The man gasped, "My nane is... ny nane is Axon Brice. 1'm
just a space trader..."

John yelled at him "Wat did you want with Vi ncent ?"

Jason swung his fist inlittle circles, "Let me smash his
face a few tinmes!"

The man how ed in fear. John shouted, "Wat did you want
Vi ncent for?!"

The man stamered, "To... to... to sell. To the highest
bi dder. There's art guys... Rich art guys offering a fortune
for Van Gogh. News is all over the Galaxy about him | couldn't

resist. M and these guys were gonna share all the noney. |
couldn't help nyself!l"™ He began sobbing, "I'mbroke! [|'mcan't



make any noney. My ship's falling apart. | haven't been able to
afford the PILL for nonths. Look at nmel 1'maging! |'MDYING"

John let himsink to the ground where he fell over sobbing
in pain and despair.

The sirens of the police cars were very loud now. At each
end of the street, police cars appeared with flashing nmulti-
colored lights on their roofs. The first came screeching to a
halt in front of the black sedan. The second cane up behind it.
Pol i ce poured out of the cars, weapons at the ready, holding
bul | et - proof shields before them

M. Manfretti cane running down to the street waving his
hands. "It's all over, officers! There's the hoods |lying al
over the ground!"

Two nore police cars arrived. An officer got out and | ooked
around apprai sing the scene. He wal ked between the bl ack sedan
and the first police car and frowned at the thugs: one
unconscious; two withing in pain; one sobbing hysterically.
"He said to his assistant who had followed him "Fly in an
anmbul ance.” Then he | ooked around, "Wo made the call? Were's
a M. Manfretti?"

"Right here, officer!" Manfretti replied happily. "These
four thugs just tried to kidnap Vincent Van Gogh over there. But
these two friends of mine; both officers inthe Mlitia; beat
the hell out of them™

The officer |ooked around at Vincent, standing off to the
si de, having noved back up onto the cafe patio to avoid the first
police car. "Are you Vincent Van Gogh the painter?"

"Yes, | am" replied Vincent quietly.

"I's this true? These guys lying around tried to kidnap
you?"

"Yes, they tried to force ne into their car."
"And these two guys here..." suddenly the officer paused and
| ooked closely at John One. "Say, you're the Larsch fell ow who
BACK- BOUNCED to get Van Gogh. John One, of the MIlitia?"

"Yes, officer," John replied wearily. The kick in his ribs
was hurting again. He winced and held his hand to his side.
Mandy had gotten up from behind the fallen table and, seeing John
One in pain, cane up to help him

She cried to the officer, "Get an ambul ance for himright
away! He's a Larsch..."

John One held up a restraining hand, saying, "No, no..
It's just a bruise. |1'mokay."

The officer turned to Vincent. "M. Van CGogh, these two
weren't part of the attenpted ki dnappi ng?"



Vincent's eyes grew wi de and he shook his head, "No, no,
officer! These are ny friends. They risked their lives for nel"

The officer | ooked down, "And the guys on the ground were
the ones trying to get Van Gogh?"

"Yes! Yes!" everyone agreed. Jason added, "Just a bunch of
scum spacers who thought they could get rich kidnappi ng soneone
famous and selling himinto slavery. But that won't happen on
Infinity Cty!™ M. Mnfretti and some of the police shouted
agreenent .

The officer agreed also, "You bet that won't happen in
Infinity City. GCkay boys, round themup! Note down those off-
worl d torque nunbers. Take them downtown and toss themin the
TANK. "

The officer supervised as his nmen got to work. M.
Manfretti shepherded John, Jason, Vincent, and Mandy over to a
nearby enpty table. There wasn't anyone el se out on the cafe.
The thugs had waited until Vincent and the others had been al one
bef ore attacki ng.

Jason plopped into a chair, "I need a drink! Bring us all a
drink!"

M. Manfretti purred, "Anything you want! On the house!
You boys were magnificent! 250 years |'ve served the public and
never have | seen anything like | saw today. And |ook at ny
robot over there by the door. He scanned the whole thing. It's

all recorded. We'Il all make a fortune when | start selling
copies! I'Il need a release fromyou all first..."
“"Later, M. Mnfretti," John said wearily, "Later."

M. Manfretti bowed courteously, then hurried away while the
four silently watched the police check the thugs for weapons.

John | eaned over toward Jason and whi spered, "Jason! The pistol
Do you still have it?"

Jason whi spered back, "Yeah, of course. |'mkeeping it.
You know how rare those things are?!"

"Jason! It's a weapon. They're illegal, you know that.
You should turn it in."

"No way. | need weapons like this for nmy line of work. You
know that they don't |let any weapons into the City. | don't know
where that guy got it from-- if he brought it in or got it here

-- but I'mkeeping it!"

John shrugged, to tired to argue, "Just be careful, Jason
Don't get caught."

"Never! [|'Il be sailing off as soon as | can, anyway. This
place is just too wild for ne!"

M. Manfretti brought themdrinks and a tray of chocol ates
and sweets. No one was very hungry, though. The four just



si pped their drinks and watched the police work

The anbul ances soon arrived and took away the off-world
thugs. Al the police cars except the officer's, slid away one
by one. The officer came up to Vincent and asked himto verify
his witten report presented on a cli pboard.

Vi ncent | ooked very tired and sad, saying, "Always, | amthe
cause of trouble for others.” But he read over the report,
nodded wi thout a word, signed it, and handed the clipboard back
The officer thanked themall, conplinented John and Jason on the

job they had done on the thugs, and wi nked at Mandy. He got back
into his car and sped away.

Mandy roll ed her eyes and conpl ai ned, "Wy couldn't they
have gotten here sooner? W could have been killed!"

"Hey, Mandy," Jason said with a smle. "Wat do you need
cops for when you're around John and |?"

She ignored him "John," she began, | eaning toward him
"You should start sticking closer to Vincent. Better yet, you
should hire a guard. Use Jason. He probably works cheap..."

"Cheap!" cried Jason, in nmock outrage. "I know when 1've
been insulted! I1'mleaving!" And he got up to go.

John cried, "Hey wait, Jason! She was only kidding!"

"No, seriously, | really have to get sone sleep. There's
some outfitting guys |I'mneeting tonorrow norning. There may be
alot to do to prepare for sailing. | want out of here. And

t hat space port charges too nuch per day for private craft..
' m going back to nmy ship to bed!™ He waved wearily, turned and
headed back up the street to his car

Vi ncent shouted, "Good bye, Jason! Thank you, ny friend!"
Then | ooki ng at John and Mandy, "And, to you, ny friends, a good
evening. |, too, want to go hone and go to bed... Wth ny door
firmy locked.” He rose and headed up the street toward the
Gallery, to use the couch in the show ng-room

John called after him "I'Il call Infinity Cty security and
have t hem program the vi sa-torque conputer to monitor for any
nore off-worlders that get near you. You'll be safe!"

Vi ncent turned around as he wal ked away, "Thank you, John

You are my one true dear friend!"™ He turned back and headed
away.

"Sone friend I am" nused John. "I should have realized
this m ght happen. | should have had himnonitored fromthe day

he set foot here."

"Come on, John," Mandy consoled. "You can't predict kooks
like those guys. Cone on over to ny place. [1'Il give you a nice
massage and rmake sure you get a nice, restful night's sleep.”



John smiled at her, "Ch, Mandy. You're everything to ne!"

She roll ed her eyes, "Watever you say, John. Now, whistle
for your hot newlittle car and let's get out of here..."

He did and off they went into the night, |eaving behind M.
Manfretti, who noved outside to one of his tables, where he sat
late into the night worrying about what was ever to becone of
poor Vincent Van Gogh

CHAPTER 24 - GRAND OPENI NG

The sound of chanpagne bottles clinking agai nst champagne
gl asses along with an excited murrmur of formal conversation
surrounded John One the night of the gallery's grand opening.

Vi ncent was surrounded by adnmirers and was enphatically |ecturing
about his latest techniques using the local artificial paints he
had finally begun using, due to the scarcity and cost of natura
pigments. The gallery was subtly lit, according to Vincent's
nmeticul ous taste. Soft, baroque nusic issued froma corner by a
trio clad in formal apparel. Caterers were sliding anongst the
many guests, serving sweet treats and filling champagne gl asses.
It was a huge success. There was tangible excitenent in being
surrounded by so nmany works of one of the nost fanous artists of
all time. And, to actually be in the same roomwith him They
had received offers on nearly half the work, within only the
first hour!

John's uncle, with eyes twi nkling, was discussing sal es
network possibilities with several off-world businessnen. He had
told John that he would be hiring an arny of painters and
phot ographers to begi n maki ng second generation duplicates of Van
Gogh' s present works, to be sold around the Gal axy through a
franchi se of up-scale galleries that he and John would set up
John's next mission would be to fly fromworld to world, starting
a primary sales network of "primary nodes" on each planet. John
was very excited about the prospect of visiting so many worl ds.
Hi s uncl e was convinced that the income fromthe "Rebirth of Van
Gogh" (the name he had picked out for the franchi se) woul d make
their famly the strongest of Infinity City. Sometines, when his
uncle talked of this matter, his voice took on a strange, hard,
chanting quality, and he would stare of into the distance while
predi cting how great and powerful they all would becone. This
sent chills down John's back, but he was one who found confort in
followi ng a strong | eadership.

The gall ery had been sectioned off according to Vincent's
subject matter. One section had his many 'scapes fromthe space
port. This drew the |largest crowd. Vincent had a way of
capturing the nystery and urgency of a pendi ng space m ssion
with the sail ships seening to vibrate in anticipation of |aunch,
right there on the canvas. Another section had the works from
his rides above Infinity City in the skiffs. His aerial views
were nesnerizing. Van Gogh would twi st and skew t he perspective



in all sorts of nmind-bending fashions. In one popular work, the
per spective was inmpossibly "inside out" tending toward four
corners, making Infinity Gty look like the inside of a box.

In anot her, he had done the sane thing, but Infinity Cty
now | ooked like it was inside of the WELL OF THE WSH. This
pai nting had a peculiar effect on many guests. They would | ean
toward the painting, trying to get the gist of the perspective,
then as soon as they saw the analogy with the "WELL," they would
pul | back suddenly, sometines with a slight gasp, and nove away
to another section of the gallery. A puzzling reaction, thought
John. Sonetinmes, he noticed Vincent watching this reaction by a
guest; and then, when the guest would nove hastily away fromthe
strange picture, John would see a funny little grin play across
the artist's face -- then, Van Gogh would then turn quickly,
engagi ng once again in conversation

There were a few other amazing sections. Van Gogh had
redone his paintings fromtheir Earth voyage many ti mes.
Especially, the pictures of the black hole itself. This
warranted a section of its own -- one of the nost popular. He
had done several portraits and some sketches -- these were
grouped in another section

Yet, perhaps strangest of all were his paintings of the WELL
OF THE W SH, done from nany bi zarre angl es and perspecti ves.
Perhaps it was the sacredness with which the people of Infinity
City regarded this, their "shrine," that resulted in this section
drawing no crowmd at all. Ironically, though no one stopped to
regard these works for long, nost that did had rmade significant
offers to John for these affecting works.

Bef ore the openi ng, John had predicted to Vincent that
pai ntings of the WELL mi ght make sone peopl e unconfortable, but
Vincent insisted that his pictures of the WELL be given their own
section. And, towards the front of the Gallery, as well. John
easy-going in matters not involving Adventure or battle, easily
acquiesced with a sigh. Wth his popularity had come ever
i ncreasi ng assertiveness on the artist's part.

John | ooked over toward his uncle and found him
ent husi astically shaking hands all around with the off-world
busi nessnen. Then, his uncle turned toward John, smled and
beckoned. John nmade his way over, working his way slowy through
the guests. Some congratul ating himon the success of the new
gallery, and sone introducing himto their unmarried daughters.
When he reached his uncle, the older man put his arm around
John's shoul der and introduced himto his associ ates.

"This is the young man who pulled it all off! What an
Adventure! Can you believe it? Soneone fromH S generation
actually finding one of history's greats! Ah, it rem nds ne of
the grand old times when | was young! This could be the start of
anot her golden age for Infinity City. No one has successfully
brought back anyone fromhistory in ny lifetime. That's 250
years, friends. | tell you, we stand to nake a fortune!"

One of the gentleman said to John, "Son, | hope you
under stand what you've started here. That little friend of yours
has a Cod-given talent that comes along only once in a thousand



years!"”

Anot her added, "You're going to be fanmous! You Infinity
City people have pulled off some wild noves before, but going
back in tine to fetch fanobus people is mnd-boggling! Now, how
cone you can only ever get me back to nmy world with accuracy of
only plus or mnus two Earth years! Good thing | raised a clone-
brother to run things!"

John was enbarrassed by all these beam ng admirers. "It was
mostly luck, really. | wasn't |ooking specifically for..."

His uncle quickly interrupted, "Ch, John, stop! You're too
nodest. Listen, boy, we've struck an agreenent on one of the
great est business ventures of all time. | have sonething very
i mportant for you to do. Take that hot sports car you just
bought, race over to our fanmily solicitor's house, and find
Cckman. .. The El der Ockman, not his son. | happen to know he's
working late at home. Grab himand bring himback right away!
He'll know what for..."

John smiled, happy to get away fromall these eyes that were
bul ging with greed. "Certainly, uncle. 1'll return as soon as |
can."

"Good boy, John!"™ He turned back to his associates. As
John turned away, he overheard: "And, this is only the start,
gentlemen! On his next mssion, he has his sights set on
Wl f gang Amadeus Mozart. MIXZART H MSELF!  We're all on the
ground fl oor of the biggest enterprise of all tinel..."

Once outside the gallery, John found hinself tingling with
excitement. The recognition he was receiving fromthe Fanmly was
a dreamcone true. So nuch wealth and fame at such a young age
was rare. He suddenly w shed, however, to be away in space
agai n.  Thinki ng about "hopping" fromworld to world for his
uncl e made himeven nore excited. Maybe Mandy would go with him
How coul d she resist a tour of the Galaxy. He would show her
everything! She would fall so deeply in love with himthat she'd
never want anyone else. He would show her how gallant a man of
his Family could be. She would want nothing nmore than to be his
wifel! They would return triunphantly to Infinity Gty with
endl ess riches fromthe business and woul d announce their
infinite marriage. They would have the greatest marriage
celebration in Larsch history! He and she woul d have so many
children, they would found a new Larsch dynasty! She would be
hi s compani on and friend and | over for ever and ever!

He now found hinmself traveling along one of Infinity Gty's
major radial transit arteries, not even renenbering getting in
his car and keying in the Solicitor's house code into the car's
control conputer. The houses and buil di ngs noving past himwere
dar kened shapes of exotic angles and curves. Little lights were
twi nkling in some wi ndows and along the road; animated liquid
crystal billboards flickered eye-catching activity. He saw an ad
for M. Unity's excursion-skiff business, with Ed Unity in
flowi ng white robes, bowing and inviting a young couple into one
of his skiffs.

Along the road, on either side of the car, light strips



gl owed brightly, extending off into the distance. Currently,
they were changing fromwhite to a soft orange, a feature
designed in to the Infinity Gty road system for shear aesthetic

affect. Up in an excursion-skiff, the night view of all the

i nterlacing, ever-changing threads of color was stunning. The
patterns of col or-change were controlled by Infinity Gty's
process control conputer but could be overridden by a conpl ex
control board that the designer had installed over 100 years
before. Each night found different "light artists" taking turns
orchestrating the City's complex traffic light coloring. Sone
had particular talent, beconming quite popular with Infinity
City's younger set, who often went aloft at night for romantic
reasons.

The weat her was in summer-phase so John pushed a button that
made the plastic top slide back and recess neatly behind the back
seat. John put his hands behind his head and gazed up into the
wild night sky of Infinity Gty while the car automatically drove
on. The first event horizon of the black hole was a tiny, angry
red point directly overhead, with faint nulti-col ored streaners
of wenched matter drifting down on all sides until out of sight
below Infinity Cty's horizon.

He thought of the many nights years ago, during his acadeny
days, when he and Mandy would go aloft in an excursion-skiff to
view nighttime Infinity Gty. She would get so excited by the
br eat ht aki ng panorama of twirling and twi sting colored road |ines
spreading as far as the eye could see. On one particular night,
alight-artist conducted veritable warfare, beginning by turning
off the lights across the entire Cty. Then, an army of parallel
bri ght green propagati ons began sweeping in fromthe West. From
the East, a simlar pattern of bright blue. Wen the patterns
met, they caused expl osions of colors, with expanding circles of
deep purples and rippling browns, with lightening bolts of bright
oranges and yellows... Apparently, he had maneuvered the
supervi sing engi neer away from his post and had gai ned conplete
control of the road col ors.

Si ppi ng chanpagne and excl ai mi ng their amazement again and
again, they watched till the end of the show, then held each
other close and drifted around over the City for hours. Even
back then, John had tried to persuade Mandy to be his wfe, but
she woul d al ways | augh gaily, acting as if he was joking, then
begi n tal ki ng about sonething el se.

He thought it might be pleasant to take Van Gogh hoppi ng
fromworld to world, maybe after a few years. The artist |oved
new and strange subjects for his works. And, John had grown
quite fond of the energetic, dedicated fellow It would be he,
Mandy and Vi ncent Van Gogh, the toast of the Gal axy. What an
exciting vision this was developing into! Wat a wonderfu
future there was in store for him

The car now veered off the nmain route and into a residential
section, turning here and there until finally coming to a snmooth
stop before a nmansi on-house covering an entire block. The entire
Cckman family resided here, and all were solicitors,
traditionally. That is, any young Cckman NOT choosing to be a
solicitor was asked to |ive sonmewhere el se. The house was



separated fromthe street by only a narrow, neatly kept |awn.
The mansi on- house was very old and constructed out of old-
fashi oned dark brown and red earthen bricks with its w ndows
recessed deeply within, giving it a powerful, brooding

appear ance.

John leapt out of the car on the side toward the nansion-
house and proceeded up the main entrance wal kway, between a pair
of ancient oak trees with gnarled branches hol ding up bunches of
tiny leaves. The mgjor-domp, an old man who was short, thin and

bald with penetrating bright blue eyes and a sour expression
opened the great door himself as John was walking up to it.

Then, | eadi ng John along a hallway, explained that his uncle had
called and the el der Ockman was expecting him He was led into
an imrense study with portraits of famus Cckmans along walls --
mahogany wai nscotting covered the |lower half of each wall -- a
thick, soft-pile aqua carpet covered the floor. Over-stuffed
chairs were set here and there before a huge fireplace burning
real firewood. The elder Ccknan sat before the fire, and wearing
spect acl es, was readi ng over sone papers, frowning slightly.
When he saw John, he quickly got to his feet and extended his
hand.

Taki ng his hand John recogni zed the old man from severa
previous Larsch famly functions. The elder Ocknan was a serious
| ooki ng gentleman, very tall, with a paunch indicating a
confortable life-style. What was left of his hair had turned a
di stingui shed silver. He said, in a deep voice, "Hello, John
Your uncle just called and expressed great urgency. W had
better be on our way..."

John agreed and they made their way back out to his car. On
t he way back, the el der Cckman reveal ed that John's uncle had
been keeping himup to date regardi ng the whol e Van Gogh
enterprise, fromthe day that John had first left Infinity Cty
for Earth until the present. The elder Cckman asked a great many
guesti ons about Van Gogh, nmany seeming only to assure hinself as
to Van Gogh's authenticity. He paused, then began asking
guesti ons about how well Van Gogh was fitting in with Infinity
City society.

John responded that he felt Vincent was fitting right in.
The solicitor frowned at this response, as if unexpected, then
mused about how amazing it was that a man from nineteenth century
Earth could suddenly adapt to Infinity Cty, especially one
unst abl e enough to have attenpted suicide. John could only shrug
hi s shoul ders.

CHAPTER 25 - DI STURBI NG DI SCOVERY

By the tinme they arrived back at the Gallery, it was late
and all the guests were gone. They found John's uncle in the
showi ng-roomwi th his business associ ates, sanpling various |oca
wi nes and nibbling at cheeses and little cubes of sweetneats from
a tray offered by one of the serving robots fromM. Mnfretti's
cafe. The little robot imediately rolled up to themto offer
refreshment. They both declined. The robot rolled off to



refresh a gentl enmen who was beckoning and pointing to his enpty
gl ass.

John's uncle saw themand rose to his feet smling. "Ah,
you' re back, John. Ahned! GCood to see you! Let me introduce
you..." He introduced the various off-world businessnmen, then

rubbed his hands together, "Ahned, do you have the papers
pr epar ed?"

The el der Ockman replied, "OfF course. Were's your network
termnal ?* He was |ed over to John's desk where, using the
gallery's network ternmnal, he tied into his famly's conputer
back at the mansion-house, and had the forms printed-out right
there at the gallery.

VWiile the off-worlders were reading the forns and di scussi ng
various | egal questions with the elder Ockman, John conmented to

his uncle that he was surprised that all the guests had |eft

already. It wasn't even m dnight.

Hi s uncle | ooked at himwyly and replied, "Well, | had
expected and hoped that it would go on all night, AND into the
wee hours, nyself. It would have been the talk of the town if

everyone woul d have stayed until we toasted in the dawn. But,
one of your "friends" came by and, not finding you, she went off
with Van Gogh. Wth himgone, you gone, and nme busy with these
guys, all our guests grew bored and one-by-one left. Young man,

I amnot so old that | don't remenber the urgencies of youth, BUT
pl ease instruct your vixen vendors to stay out of your formal
life."

John was extrenely enbarrassed and ashaned. He had
purchased a few rel ati onshi ps since he had been back, but had
never told any of the girls about the Gallery. He wondered who
it had been and asked his uncle.

"Ch, you're keeping nore than one?! A regular haremyou're
got going! Well, | didn't see her |eave with Van Gogh, or |
woul d have stopped them so | can't tell you who she was or what
she | ooked like. One of the guests just nentioned that a young
| ady was | ooking for you, and then she left with Van Gogh.
sure hope he knows what kind of girl he's getting involved with.
Didn't he have sonme kind of trouble with prostitutes back on
Eart h?"

John renmenbered what he had read about Van Gogh's sordid
past. Myving in with a pregnant prostitute, contracting a
vener eal disease fromher, court records accusing hi m of
harassing prostitutes in Arles during his periods of nadness,
and, of course, the horrible episode of cutting his ear (which
had been recently repaired by an Infinity Gty plastic surgeon)
and giving it to an Arles prostitute.

"Uncle, I'"mworried."
"Yes, | am too," his uncle agreed, frowning and rubbing his
chi n. "You better find himand explain sonme of our |ess than

obvi ous custons here."



"But, | need to know the name of the girl!"

H's uncle turned to the off-world busi nessnen, "Excuse ne,
gentl emren. Did anyone catch the nanme of Van Gogh's | ady-friend?
The one he left wth?"

They | ooked at each other, shaking their heads. Then a
voi ce fromthe robot server spoke out. The cafe owner was tied
into the robot and was taking an order for nore refreshnents,
"M . Larsch! | just overheard you asking about that pretty young
girl out with M. Van Gogh. They stopped by ny cafe a few hours
ago and | served them nyself, out at M. Van Gogh's usual table.
She was that nice young | ady you had over here a few weeks ago
for dinner and, er, breakfast, and of course, yesterday, during
the incident with those off-world hoodl unms. Hey, M. Larsch, |
don't want to cause any trouble or anything, but | don't know if
you and she are "one and no others," as they say, but she was
getting along PRET-TY well with M. Van Gogh, if you know what |
mean, and maybe you shoul d | ook into things, or naybe things have
changed; | don't know. .."

John excl ai med, "Mandy?! He was with Mandy?!"

"Yeah, M. Larsch, Mss Mandy. He was hol ding her hands in
hi s, saying her nane over and over, and staring at her. Well,
'gazing' | suppose | should say. | hope she's no one speci al
M. Larsch."

By now, all the off-worlders were listening to the
conversation. John | ooked around, then said quickly, "Special?

No, no, she's a professional. It was just a professional thing a
few weeks ago, nothing inmportant. |, uh, gave Vincent her
card..." He winced inside at making such a flippant remark. He

| ooked over at the off-worlders. They had been staring at him
but quickly | ooked back down at their copies of the | ega
agreement, pretending not to notice himanynore. The situation
was grow ng very enbarrassing. But, he had to find Vincent and
get himaway from.. Mandy. He |ooked over at the inmage of the
cafe owner on the robot's screen and asked, "Are they stil

t here?"

"No, no, they left hours ago."
"Do you know where?"
"I have no idea..."

John thanked himand told his uncle, "Please excuse ne, |
have sonepl ace to go."

"Yes, you certainly do. And John, let's get things

strai ghtened out right away. You KNOW how much is riding on al
this!"

CHAPTER 26 - | N SEARCH OF VI NCENT

John left the showi ng-room nade his way through the



darkened gallery, and left the gallery. He jumped into his car
and keyed in the navigation code Mandy's apartment: "01"
Expecting to visit her frequently, he had stored her code using
t he two-key quick entry code, so that he wouldn't have to enter
her entire |ocation ID each tine.

The car wound through OLDTOMN, away fromthe gallery and the
WELL OF THE W SH section, then accelerated onto a main artery,
currently with its coloring a pulsating hot pink. John One
detected irony in this and felt irritated. After a short while
the car pulled off into an ol der though well-to-do residential
section and cane to a stop in front of a high wall protecting a
court-yard that could be seen through a gate in the wall, which
formed a high arch-way.

John junped out of the car and dashed up to the gate. He
pushed the button next to her nane on the shiny, brass-franed
i ntercom panel and said inpatiently, "John One to see Mandy!"
"Just a monent..." responded a conputer voice. John waited
for an answer. There was a cool breeze that night and it rustled
the ivy | eaves growi ng up around the archway. He heard subdued
| aughter fromthe courtyard within the wall and gate. He |ooked
inside. It was dark, but ground lighting lit the wal kways that
wound around the trees and fountains of the courtyard and
connected the apartnment buil di ngs surrounding the courtyard.
There were ornate benches here and there al ong the wal kways, and
he coul d see the di mshape of a couple sitting and tal king, not
to far away.

Finally, the computer voice reported, "Mandy wel cones you,
John! Cone right in!" and the gate chined softly and swung
sl owl y open.

John proceeded al ong twi sting and turning wal kways until he
was at Mandy's door, creamcolored, circular and trimred with
brass filigree. The door swung open and there was Mandy, wearing
a long, flowing blue silk robe with pleasant floral patterns from

neck to ankle. Her hair was braided in a long tail, starting
fromthe back and dangling over her shoulder in front, nmeandering
down to her waist. "John! Hello, darling. Cone in!"

John | ooked over her shoul der, then back at Mandy, and
asked, "I1'mnot intruding?"

"No, of course not! M door conputer would have said
wasn't home. That's a little secret I'msharing just with you
because you're so special. John, you | ook upset. Cone in. Can
| get you a drink?"

She turned and led himinto her parlor. Not anxious to
reveal why he was there John answered, "Yes, a drink would be
fine. Watever is convenient for you to make."

"Well, | nyself was just about to have..." she paused,
giving hima curious ook with her head tilted to the side. Then
she whirled around and exam ned her liquor trolly. "I need
somet hing strong! You look like you do, too." Then she | ooked
over her shoul der at hi m suddenly and squinted. "Maybe for the

same reason..." Then, she | ooked back and picked up a bottle,



examning the label. "Well, here's sonmething interesting | just
pi cked up. An off-world brandy called... AL SIDDK. Hmm" She
poured two drinks, offering one to John, who took his, frowned at
it thoughtfully, then took a sip.

Mandy took a long pull fromhers and | eaned agai nst an
arnchair with one hand. She | ooked at John. "Well, you don't
ook like you're in a romantic mood. |s there something you
woul d Iike to tal k about?"

John took a deep breath and through cl enched teeth breathed:
"Yes," He |ooked at her and suddenly felt very nervous, though
he did not understand why. She hadn't really done anyt hi ng
wrong. At |least not fromher viewpoint. He took a good swall ow
fromhis drink and began, "Well, this is enbarrassing. ... Um
did you... Well, | just want to know..."

"John," Mandy interrupted. She cane over to him took his
arm and | ooked up into his eyes. "You and | are good friends.
You can talk to ne. Just talk."

"Al'l right. |It's about Vincent..."

Mandy suddenly |l et go, gave an exasperated groan, then

fl opped down into an easy-chair. "Hey, HE S the one who wanted
us to |l eave together. | don't care what he may have said to you,
HE' S the one who cane apart at the seans. What a nut! | think

that guy is crazy, John. He's really CRAZY! You better watch
him"

CHAPTER 27 - WHAT HAPPENED

John came over to her, went down on one knee in front of her
chair so he could look into her eyes, then said, enphasizing each

word, "Mandy, you nust tell me what happened. W haven't seen
Vincent for hours... since he left with you."

"I left with HM And, | don't know where he went. And,
I"d just like to forget the whole thing," she said, turning her
head and | ooking up at the ceiling.

"Mandy, what happened?! Vincent has had problens with..
He can't deal with the kind of... He just has special problens!
Pl ease, tell me what happened. We're worried about him"

"YOU RE worried about your investment, |'d say." But she
| ooked at him sighed and gave in, "Ckay, I'Il tell you. It
won't take long. And good luck trying to find the little goof.
Anyway, here's what happened. .

"I came to the gallery to see how your openi ng was goi ng,

but you weren't there. So, | went over to MR Van Gogh to see if
he knew where you were. He took one | ook at ne and obviously
wanted to fall inlove. | had a free night and | assuned --
based on what YQU said, John -- that he was a nman of neans, so

let himtake ne out for a bite and then we came back here.



"He really loved the gane and pl ayed very deeply, but he

took it too seriously, especially after... WelIl, you know. A
"serious turn of events.' Anyway, after that, he wanted ne to
nove in with him | declined. And then he wanted to nove in
with me. | declined again.

"All of this went on for several hours and there was a | ot
of tal king, everything not comng out as fast as I'mtelling you
about it. You know how conversations bounce back and forth and
go in loops sonetines." She was |ooking at the ceiling while she
told himthe story, flipping her hand back and forth with an
attitude as if she were telling himabout some trouble she had
had with a grocery clerk

She took another sip fromher drink and continued, "Wll, he
got nore and nore agitated and |I couldn't cal m hi m down.
Finally, when | asked himto | eave, his eyes bugged out and he
just stood there staring at me... daring at ne!l Then, his face
turned all red. And then," she |ooked at John. "Then, he turned
kind of white and started to shake all over. He started saying

that he 'wanted me forever. Wanted ne and not hing but ne.' Al
that sort of thing. He even said he wanted ne nore than his art!
| told himyou don't always get everything you want. | told him
that there's a lot of things | wish I could have had but never
got. | said, 'Wshes don't conme true, Vincent.'

"And then... This is really creepy. This sent a chill up

my spine. He takes a few steps backward, with this really wld
| ook, and says: 'Wshes DO cone true! |If you have FAITH If you
really believe enough!' Then he turned and storned for the door
He grabbed ny car keys fromthe shelf. | was follow ng himand
asked: 'Hey, where are you going? He didn't have a car, since
we cane here in mne, so | thought I'd let himtake nine, drive

around, and cool off. 1'd call the car fromny ternminal |ater
and tell it to drive itself home as soon as he parked it
sonewher e

"Anyway, he turned and gave ne this really weird grin and

said, 'I'mgoing to nmake a wish!'... You know, that's the only
time | can remenber himagrinning. He never smled the whole
night... Hey, excuse ne! \ere are you goi ng?"

John had been struck by the story and knew all to well what
nmust be going through Vincent's nmind. He was up and dashing for
the door. As he passed through Mandy's foyer he spotted one of

Vincent's draw ngs hanging on the wall. It was one of the
uncrunpl ed ones fromthe sailship, with several little burn
marks. John One stared. It was the drawi ng that had foul ed the

sai |l ship and caused their near disaster during re-entry. He
shook hi s head and headed toward the door

He raced out through the courtyard to the gate, hamering on
it to open. It opened automatically, its conmputer voice telling
himto 'Be quiet! It is nighttine!l' He raced to his car, junped
in and ordered, "Go to the WELL OF THE WSH  Emergency priority
and speed." The car took off, wheel ed around 180 degrees then
accel erated down the street. John added, "Car, load Mlitia
priority code," and he rattled off his private MIlitia GQuard code
to be used only for personal life threateni ng energencies.



The car shot down the road, swerving conpletely to either
side of the road as it went around curves as fast as it could
wi thout losing control. Wen it gained the main traffic artery,
it accelerated to a terrifying velocity. He had never heard the
sound of the wind shrieking like this as the car roared al ong.
Soon, John could see the road lights for the turnoff for OLDTOM
He was al nost past it and was worried the car wouldn't turn when
it suddenly slamed on the brakes and cut over onto the exit

ranp.

Again the car raced through the streets, screeching around
corners, narrowWy nissing an old man on a street corner. The car
turned a corner; now he was tearing down the street of the
gallery. 1t flashed by on the left. Then he went past
Manfretti's CAFE OF THE WELL. Then around a final curve, and
there was the wall around the WELL, with the guard house outsi de.
John ordered, "Cone to a stop right at the entrance!" The car
was still accelerating toward the wall! John's heart was
hamrering in his chest. He was drenched with sweat. He felt an
enpty feeling of terror.

The car suddenly slanmed on its brakes and it ground to a
halt, only a few feet fromthe door. John |eapt out, raced to

the entrance -- the old guard calling at himfromthe shack. The
entrance was dark, but inside sontinmes at night, a ring of I|ight
went around the top edge of the wall, about 10 feet fromthe

ground. Tonight, it was on

John stunbled to a stop hal fway between the entrance and the

ancient brick cistern of the Wll. He |ooked first one way then
another. The light was very subdued and it was hard to see
t hrough the gloom He ran around the well, but saw no one. No

one! He | ooked toward the cistern and felt sick

And then, he noticed an out of place object |eaning against
one of the four ornate knobs on top of the cistern. It was a
smal | canvas! Freshly painted, for he could still see the glossy
gl eam of the wet paint. He rushed up to it, took it, and turned
it this way and that until he could see it in the wan |ight.

It was a picture of the Well itself, just painted, obviously
done by Vincent with his rapid style. In the painting, on the
ground before the WELL, he saw several tubes of paint. John One
| ooked around, down at the ground, and there! Four tubes of
pai nt, uncapped, the glint of paint oozing out.

He | ooked again at the painting and noticed no typica
signature in the lower right corner. Vincent had signed the

pai nting on the wooden arch that went over the Wll. John | ooked
up at the actual arch above the well, and there, painted on the
beamin red, was Vincent's signature.

John felt as if he was watching this all happen froma
di stance. Everything would fall apart for himnow He |eaned
over and | ooked into the WELL'S darkness. He could see the point
of the Second Event Horizon surrounded by nysteriously nmoving
little lights that twinkled in different col ors.



But, what was that!? The inside of the cistern was very
roughly made and sonme of the bricks were large, jutting out from
the cistern wall. The gloomw thin the WELL made it difficult to
see, but there, sitting on a brick sticking out about one foot,
John thought he could make out the figure of a nman.

John froze. He whispered, "Vincent? Vincent, is that you?"

He saw the figure nove. John's eyes were grow ng accust oned
to the darkness. He saw the figure slowly look up at him And
then it | ooked back down agai n.

John found is voice. "Vincent! \Wat are you doing?! Stay
there. 1'll go get help. 1'Il get a rope!™

"Why?" said the voice of Vincent Van Gogh sadly.

"Great God, Vincent! You're sitting above the Second Event
Hori zon! You could get killed! 1 nean... Look, just don't
nmove. Let ne get help!™

"John, ny friend, you have been so good to ne. But
everywhere | go, it is always the same. | can have not hing
wi thout nmaking life tragic for others.” H's voice began to
shake. "Back on Earth, | was such a burden on ny poor brother
Theo. Another nouth to feed. | could not even afford to house
nmysel f. Do you know why | first tried to take ny life, John?
You have never asked ne that."

"Vincent, don't talk this way. Just take it easy.
Everything will be all right. Just let me go get help. A rope!"

"My brother had just becone a father again. MW little
nephew was so beautiful." He paused and then John heard him
raise his voice for the first time, "WHY HAS GOD ALWAYS DEN ED ME
BEAUTY! HE WOULD NOT LET ME NEAR | T!' HE WOULD NOT LET ME

PRODUCE IT! NOTHING Always nothing..." He let out a sigh
then spoke with great despair in his voice, "And how did | reward
you, ny savior, for saving ny life? | tried to take your |ove
fromyou!"

"No, Vincent! |It's okay. Love is her business!"

There was a pause, then Vincent said very slowy, his voice
ri sing and begi nning to shake, "Wat...do...you...nmean? She is
a... a prostitute?"

"No! No, Vincent. |It's okay here. | nean it's not the
same thing at all. It's just |ovel™
"1 KNOW EXACTLY WHAT IT IS | HAVE ALWAYS KNOWN EXACTLY

VWHAT I T IS! But for me there has al ways been somet hi ng wrong
with it! Like painting scenery fromthe wong point of view --

the wrong aspect. But, this magical well will change it all for
me." H s voice took on an idiotic sound of glee. "I amin no
danger here! Love is eternal. | amfull of love, so |, too, am

eternal and amin no danger here. But for me, |ove has al ways
been wong. But it was really just the aspect! And this nagica
well will carry out my WSH. It will change the aspect of ny



love so that all the sorrowwll finally be gone. |'ve been
sitting here thinking it all through. 1t is all so clear now
amin no danger," he repeated, his voice breaking hysterically.
"LOVE |'S SOVETH NG ETERNAL - THE ASPECT MAY CHANGE, BUT NOT THE
ESSENCE! AND, NOWI GO TO JO N THE ETERNAL, TO GET MY W SH "
And with that, Vincent Van Gogh, to many the greatest artist of
all time, slid fromthe brick he had been sitting on

John shot an armdown to grab him alnpst tunbling in
hi nsel f, his other arm grabbing hold of the lip of the cistern
wall. But it was too late. Vincent disappeared silently into
the gloom falling down toward the oblivion of the Second Event
Horizon... and to peace.

John screaned, "VINCENT! No!! Nooo!!!"

And then, he suddenly noticed that the famliar pattern of

distant, little dancing lights around the Second Event Horizon
had changed. They had all becone a bright white, with sone
taking on the pattern of eye-catching swirls, like spinning stars

in the night sky of old Earth..

CHAPTER 28 - FI NALE

John found hinmself slowy driving aimessly around the
quaint streets of Infinity City's OLDTOM district. Vincent's
| ast painting and his tubes of paint were on the seat beside him
The car was on automatic, in randomtouring node. John stared
down at the painting wondering hel pl essly how had everythi ng gone
so tragically wong so rapidly.

Vi ncent was gone. All his insoluble troubles with wonmen and
life and love, he had finally ended forever. He was gone, as if
John had never rescued himin the first place. John felt so

enpty.

He gave a heavy sigh and instructed the car's conputer, "Go
back to the Gallery, normal speed.” The car took the next turn
and wound its way back to the art Gallery, pulling up to the curb
directly in front.

Al the lights were still on. He opened the door, got out
of the car and then aggressively slamed the door closed, not
really knowi ng why. He did not feel angry, just so very enpty...

"John!" his uncle appeared in the Gallery doorway. He cane
rushing forward, followed by his off-worlder business associ ates,
all |ooking anxious. "What happened? Where's Vincent?"

John | ooked at his uncle, not knowi ng where to begin the
ending. Then he | ooked up. Mandy was in the doorway. She cane
slowy forward, staring at himw th her dark eyes, the lights
frominside the gallery, so carefully placed by Vincent,
shi mering around the edges of her flat black suit |ike ghostly
gl owi ng hands ecstatically caressing her



Soneone called and John turned to see M. Manfretti rushing
over fromhis cafe, winging his hands and aski ng about Vincent.

They all stood around himintently asking questions, all at
the sane time. Wiere was Vincent? Was he all right? Was he
conm ng back to the open house cel ebration? John raised his hands
in front of him palnms outward for silence and then said sinply,
"Vincent chose the WELL." He slowy hung his head.

"WHAT?!" cried his uncle.

"Ch, no, no! Not that!" noaned Manfretti, slamming his
fists agai nst his head.

Mandy just stood to the side watching John. Was there guilt
in those dark eyes? She was so hard to read..

Manfretti wailed up to the skies, "This is a tragedy!"

John's uncl e reached forward, grasping John's shoul ders.
"John, are you sure? Did you SEE him junp?"

John pushed his uncle's hands away and said with irritation
"Yes. Yes, | saw himjump! 1t was sick. | don't know why he
didit! | tried to stop him but he wouldn't listen to ne!l"

"This is the worst!" cried Manfretti loudly. "In all ny
hundreds of years this is the absolute worst. Wy such a |oving,
ki nd man?" he ground his fists into his eyes. "Ch, Vincent, cone
back to us!"

"Ch, shut up and get a grip on yourself," John's uncle said
angrily to Manfretti. Then, to John he enphatically asked, "Is
he gone?! Vincent Van Gogh is gone?! W had Vincent Van Gogh
and now he's DEAD?!" his voice was rising in anger. M.
Manfretti noaned out |oad, covering his face with his big hands.

John |l owered his head and said quietly, "Yes, Vincent Van
CGogh is gone, uncle. | amsorry."

"Sorry? SORRY?!"™ his uncle balled his fists, ground his
teeth and started shaking. He |ooked around, saw Mandy, gl ared
at her and snarled, "YOU YQU took himaway fromhere! YOUR
kind are the worst trouble makers around Infinity Cty. Your
scum prof essi on should be outlawed. YQOU should be outlawed! You
nonster! 1'd like to throw YOU down the WELL!"

John's head snapped up, his eyes blazing. "Uncle!" he
conmanded, his voice ringing with the authority of the GUARD
"Enough! She did nothing. Leave her alone!"

His uncle whirled on him his Iips drawn back from his

clenched teeth in an insane grinmace. "OCh, she did nothing, eh?"
he said in a |l ow sinister voice, that John had never heard him
use before. "She has cost us everything! W have |ost a

fortune! How could you be so stupid as to |l et a goddamed girl
screw you up like this?"



Then, the off-worlders joined himin deriding John, "Young

man, you have cost us all a great deal of noney!"™ "You should
have been careful w th soneone so unstable!™ "You don't let a
freaky artist go off running around by hinself!" "Wy don't YOU

dive into that Well after him you inconpetent boy!"

Even M. Manfretti sadly begged of John, "Wasn't there
ANYTHI NG you could do? Couldn't you stop hin®"

Everyone was shouting at John One. Except Mandy, who | ooked
on at the crowd of shouting men with disgust. Looking at John
the center of all the abuse, she sadly shook her head.

John just stood with his head once again | owered.

Hi s uncle raised a shaking finger to John's face. "An
of ficer of the GUARD i ndeed! No real officer of the GUARD woul d
ever do anything so stupid! You've ruined everything! Al ny
pl ans. W coul d have been the biggest, greatest Fanily of al
tinme. W could have been..."

And fromthe doorway of the Gallery, a quietly |Iow, feninine

voi ce said sinply: "Enough. Silence now, you nmen." John | ooked
up to see Deirdre, the Grand Danme of his fanmily Larsch, wal ki ng
slowy toward themall. She was wearing a long, flowi ng white

gown, highlighted with thin-lined silvery patterns. Wen and HON
had SHE arrived??

Everyone had becone silent at the sound of her quiet voice
of authority. M. Mnfretti whispered, "The Larsch G and Dane!"
He nervously bit his knuckles, then hurriedly scuttled back up
the street to his cafe. The off-worlder businessnmen, famliar
with and wishing to avoid the adversity of a Grand Dane, bid
John's uncl e a quick good-night, hopped into their rented lino',
and drove quickly back to their hotel by the space port.

Turning to John's uncle, the Gand Danme chidingly said,
"Zacharia Larsch, your greed is offensive. It is unbeconing of a
Larsch. W are DI SPLEASED. "

She turned to John and said inperiously, "W are aware of
the situation. You nust know that Infinity City is great, but
there are greater forces beyond our control. Young nan, did you
have any idea that this tragedy woul d occur?"

John respectfully went down on one knee, "No, Mther. |
still do not understand why it happened. He was so happy, |
t hought . "

"Some accuse you of ki dnappi ng Van Gogh. How do you answer
this?"

John One had gone over this in his mnd many tines. It was
technically, at |east, kidnapping -- though it had not occurred
to himuntil well away from Earth. He had taken Vincent aboard
his ship without asking him Van Gogh, however, had never w shed
to return. Besides, he would have died forever if |eft behind!

It did not FEEL |ike kidnapping. And it did not nmatter anynore
anyway. He |ooked up at her and answered: "Vincent cane here of



his owmn free wll."

She peered down at himfor a nonent, eyebrows arched high
her soft, white face cal mand unreadable. "W feel you are not
responsi bl e,"” she judged. Turning to John's uncle she comranded,
"Accept this, Zacharia. Your nephew is not responsible for what

has happened. And neither is that girl. This is fate!"

John's uncle hesitated for a nmonent then bowed his head and
grunbl ed, "Yes, Mother. | accept your verdict. 1... lost
control of nyself. | was disappointed.” Then, turning to John
he sai d sheepishly, "Nephew, please accept ny apol ogy. You are
the finest of the finest. | know you did all you could do." A

conpl ex | ook suddenly distorted his features. He turned, and
wi th head bowed and his hand covering his face, wal ked hurriedly
away toward his own car to drive away.

Grand Dame Deirdre said, "Very good!" Then she turned to
Mandy. "My girl, why do you waste your beauty and tinme at such
an unproductive... vocation? Seek the challenge of starting a
Fam |y, a House! You may have Qur assistance."

John was amazed at such a generous offer. But, Mandy said
angrily, "l don't need your CHARITY! And, | do not ever want
YOUR kind of life!" She stal ked away.

Looki ng after Mandy, the Grand Dame commrented, "Childish
girl. And yet, so spirited!"™ She turned to John and took a deep

breath, sighing: "Young man, take heart. Perhaps only the
aspect of this situation has changed. Perhaps the essence is,
after all, eternal!" She smiled ever so slightly.

Suddenl y, John heard a sound behind him The G and Dane's
| mperial Excursion Skiff had just landed, its billowi ng white
sails floating above, the golden door to the |uxurious sal on
openi ng.

He wat ched as the Grand Dane wal ked in a stately manner
toward her beautiful skiff and boarded. The skiff lifted up into
t he ni ght sky, and she was gone.

John One rose to feet and stood | ooking after the dw ndling
skiff, wondering and wondering. The Adventure was now quite
over.

He | ocked up the gallery and | ooked in through the w ndow at
all the wonderful works of Vincent Van Gogh. He shook his head.
He had had enough of art. He would let his uncle sell off
everything; the enterprise had been his idea anyway.

John One clinbed into his car. Were to go? He instantly
t hought of Mandy. But he could not face her now. \WAs she to
bl ame? He could not decide. Wy could they never get al ong?

He set the car in manual pilot node to get his mnd off al
the recent dismal events and drove home to his Larsch famly
estate.



EPI LOGUE

And so, what becane of the remarkable Vincent Van Gogh? Had
he di scovered a new world where his reality-transcending artistic
tal ents gave hi mamazi ng new powers that Infinity City and the
entire Gal axy woul d eventual ly depend on for their very survival ?
O was he truly just dead?

And the devastated John One? Was this Adventure indeed over
for hin? O, would he and Vincent be once again united by a
shattering turnoil of such m nd-bending nmulti-galactic scope that
the very foundations of the Universe itself would trenmble from
t he i nescapabl e conflict?

VWhat of Jason the Rescuer, and Mandy, and the G and Dane
Deirdre? How would their lives and lusts all intertw ne and
resol ve the as yet undi scovered secret threat growing |like a dark
stormon the horizon of Infinity Gty's destiny?

THE END

Read the next exciting book in the Infinity City series!

"JASON THE RESCUER' - Infinity Gty Book #2

FOOTNOTES



1. Excerpt from "ELEVENTARY ASTROGATI ON - Course 1A' fromthe
Infinity City Mlitia Guard Acadeny..

"Time within a black hole's first event horizon is independent of
time outside the black hole, due to the reversed relationship
between tine and space between the Gal axy and the inside of a

bl ack hole. That is, Galactic time corresponds with black hole

i nner space, and the Gal actic spatial dinension corresponds to a
bl ack hole's tenporal dinension. When |eaving a black hole, the
point in time at which a ship arrives outside is dependent upon

t he angl e between the ship's trajectory vector and the nornal
line between the first and second event horizons, the Horizon
Normal Line. (Wthin the black hole, both of these horizons
appear as points.) The farther a sailship's angle of trajectory
fromthe normal line within the black hole, the farther back in
the past it arrives out in the Galaxy. The closer to the normal
line, the closer to the actual, unraveling Galactic present.

When returning fromthe Galactic past, a ship entering the black
hol e al ways arrives back to the present time, though just as nuch
time will have passed within the black hol e as passed on-board
the ship while it was outside (an interesting phenomenon
expl ai ned by the current tenporal nonmentumfield theory).

There is no known way to travel into the future, since, according
to all reasonable theories, and especially according to the One
True Belief, the Universe is constantly unfolding, but only in

the present tine, and no future has been created yet. W are not
fatalists! The future is exclusively dependent on the present.
Your destiny within the MIlitia Guard is in the pal mof your own
hand! "

2. Excerpt from"VISITORS GUDE TOINFINTY CTY VERNACULAR'. .
"Instruction Watch - Striving to do away with paper as a nedia of

data representation, Infinity City Law requires el ectronic nedia
for all consumer product instruction booklets. Wat resulted was
t he devel opnment of little plastic instruction watches that
acconpany all consumer products. The typical nodel consists of a
speaker to annunciate instructions, a small, color liquid crysta
di spl ay screen to show pictures and a mi crophone to receive
qguestions fromthe user."

3. Excerpt from"ASTON S G.IB H STORY" stored within the atonic
menory of John One's sail ship..

"Vincent Van Gogh was fluent in Dutch, French, and English. A
vor aci ous reader, he could read and wite in these | anguages,
also. Hs fluency in idiomatic English was due to the tinme he



spent living and working in London, England ancient Earth where
he unsuccessfully tried to win the heart of a young pretty
English girl. One day, however, she announced her engagenent to
anot her. Devastated, Van Gogh returned to Holland (al so on
ancient Earth) where he | earned the "art' of borrowi ng noney to
pur chase | ove."

4., Excerpt from"VISITORS GUDE TO INFINITY CITY VERNACULAR'. ..

"Infinity City, like nbst nodern worlds of the Galaxy desiring a
common | anguage, adheres to the ancient standard for English,
beginning with strict teaching in early |ow school. Conputer

f eedback systens used the English standard to train children in
exact pronunciation, grammar, and syntax -- easily overriding
parental influence. The digitally recorded format is the exact
sane as when first recorded back in ancient tinmes."

5. Excerpt from"VISITORS GUDE TOINFINTY CTY VERNACULAR'. .
"Riyal - The standard unit of Infinity Gty currency, sonetimes

hunorously referred to as the 'credit' (origin unknown). The
value is generally steady since the Infinity City Mnetary
Counci | (conposed exclusively of Gand Dames) closely nonitors
and controls the size of the |Iocal noney supply to maintain

maxi mum busi ness productivity and efficiency. For ages, visitors
fromthe governnments of other worlds have cone to Infinity Cty
to learn the secret of such a stable fiscal system Visitors
frommal e-oriented cultures usually | eave in disgust at the
suggestion by their Grand Dane hosts that they inplenent the

principle of Political Gender Exclusivity; that is, put their
worren in charge

6. From "MCNAB'S EXCl TI NG GALACTI C TOURBOCK" . . .
"New Rone off Rigel - One of the oldest of Earth's col onies, and

al so certainly one of the nbpst devel oped and cosnopolitan
Covered nmostly in ocean, the physiol ogy of the denizens within
were not only edible to humans but irresistibly delicious and
varied."

7. Refer to Book Two of these Chronicles of Infinity Cty...




8. Excerpt from"VISITORS GUDE TOINFINITY CTY VERNACULAR'. ..

"The residents of Infinity City refer to the few other cities

wi thin black holes as their Neighbors. Al have degenerated into
unst abl e regi nens of tyranny. Wthout the political stability to
foment sophisticated biogenetic technol ogy, they have no ability
to produce the Pill of Life. They continually raid Infinity Cty

mer chant ships for plunder and also foolishly for the Pill, which
t hese ships carry in abundant quantities for their crew, though
each prescription of the Pill works only for a single person

In the past, when the raids grew in daring and nunber, Infinity
City set up its fanmbus Mlitia Guard to protect itself and its
main routes of trade."

9. Excerpt from"VISITORS GUDE TOINFINTY CTY VERNACULAR'. .
"Back-bounce - Infinity Cty slang for a sail ship voyagi ng back

intinme and then returning with everything in the past reverting
to its exact original historical configuration by the time the
sail ship re-enters the black hole, as if it had never left.
However, any object brought back remains in existence."

10. Excerpt from"VISITORS GU DE TO INFINITY CI TY VERNACULAR'. .
"Stick - Infinity City slang nmeani ng any change to the universe

outside the black hole that is permanent, that alters the future.
Only possible if a sailship | eaves the black hole al ong the

Hori zon Normal Line, between the first and second event horizons
causing the ship to energe in the present universe (the highest
point in tine so far)."

11. Excerpt from"VISITORS GU DE TO INFINITY CITY VERNACULAR'. .
"Visa-torque - A device put around the necks of non-VIP off-world

visitors to Infinity City, which constantly transmts their

| ocation and visa identification code, allow ng easy tracking of
their activities. The use of torques on Infinity City citizens
is forbidden, even if they have a known crininal past."




