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Having made an immense fortune amid the commercial frenzy that characterized life in the Canton of Zeel, the magnate Paddachau Chin retired to his secluded family estate in the County of Ambrou, where his singular collection of artworks became the chief jewel of his reputation. The incomparability of the Chin Collection was universally agreed, though there could be no certainty as to how many of Chin's wide circle of acquaintances had been permitted the unequalled pleasure of viewing them. Those who whispered that they had been afforded the uncommon privilege would say no more; they had sworn to keep silent. 
Luff Imbry's encounters with art centered mainly on its traffic, especially when that trade was diverted through the more ombrous avenues of the ancient city of Olkney. Under Imbry's hand, works passed quietly from their previous owners to their next, inconvenient questions were left unvoiced and the new possessor was as unlikely to advertise his acquisition as Chin's visitors were to burble about whatever glories they might have seen. 
Chin's miserly sequestration of so many exquisite pieces offended Imbry's sense of how things ought to be in a well ordered universe, namely that valuable goods existed to be appreciated by those who could afford to pay Luff Imbry to provide them. His was a rich and comprehensive philosophy, with many corollaries and axioms involving the iniquity of locks and the virtue inherent in weaving ways around watchmen and other obstructions. 
He resolved to teach Chin a moral lesson by transferring as many as possible of his possessions to grateful hands. The lesson would be all the more pointed for those hands being connected to some of the magnate's circle who had long and vainly sought an invitation to view them. 
Imbry conducted research, conceived an approach and made preparations. He learned that Chin had spoken of a frustrated desire to acquire a new work by Hassol Humbergruff, who worked in multicolored wire figurines. These he assembled in various configurations hung from strings and thin rods so that as they were moved by currents in the air they enacted a shifting series of tableaux. The figures might at first glance suggest a ribald joke that as soon as it was understood became an ironic commentary on itself, before transforming into a tragic statement that then plunged all the way into bathos. 
New creations by Humbergruff had of late become increasingly difficult to acquire. The artist alternated between short bouts of feverish creativity, followed by long spells of somnolence. The latter were caused by his addiction to blue borrache, a powerful lethetropic drug, the former by his need to acquire the money to buy the dream-swept oblivion he craved. Unfortunately, the addiction was progressive, the drug tending to burn its way through one neural structure after another until there was scarcely enough left to maintain the most elementary functions. Or, as Imbry put it to Humbergruff as he sought to arouse him from a six-day stupor, “It won't be long before you're unable to tell any part of you from any other. The likelihood of unhappy accidents will then approach a certainty.” 
The artist's reply was somewhere between a word and a moan. He rolled over on the stained pallet that occupied a corner of his studio, pulled bony knees up toward a thin chest and smacked gummy lips. Imbry sighed and, seizing a hank of the man's greasy hair, pulled him to a semi-sitting position propped against one wall. He squeezed Humbergruff's cheeks in a way that forced open the slack mouth, dodged the puff of foul breath that emerged, and poured another measure of restorative into the cavity. 
The artist choked and spluttered but Imbry pinched the man's lips closed and held them until he saw the protuberance in the scrawny throat bob up and down. “There,” he said, “now come up out of it. I need you.” 
Still within the borders of his dream, Humbergruff muttered something unintelligible. Imbry methodically slapped one cheek then the other with carefully measured blows until the artist's eyes opened. Seeing that each eye was looking in a different direction from the other, Imbry continued to rock the man's head from side to side until both red veined orbs were focused on him. 
“Are you here?” he asked. 
Humbergruff blinked and peered. “Who are you?” 
Imbry told him a convenient name. The artist did not even struggle to place it. His allowed his eyes to close and his head to loll. 
Imbry delivered another slap. Humbergruff raised an ineffectual hand. “What do you want?” he said. 
“Later. First we must make you bearable in a closed room.” 
Luff Imbry was a figure of pronounced corpulence, so thickly upholstered in layers of fat that some people thought that if he ever fell down he was at risk of rocking himself to sleep trying to get back up. But beneath the sleek exterior was a well concealed musculature and a practiced mobility. Imbry now applied both to raise the artist's spare frame to a standing position before propelling him to the studio's sanitary suite. He secured Humbergruff in its grip then activated the controls for the full cycle. A short time later, the artist emerged shaking and pale, but thoroughly scrubbed, emptied, groomed and polished. 
While that process had been in train, Imbry had instructed Humbergruff's integrator to prepare some innocuous food and a pot of strong punge. “Sit and eat,” he said, making sure that the man did as he was told. “I have a proposition to make.” 
He watched the artist lethargically spoon up a sweetened gruel. As the last wisps of blue borrache effervesced from Humbergruff's system, his attention retained a tendency to wander inward. Imbry questioned him, partly to compel a continued awareness of where and when they were, partly to satisfy a curiosity about the drug's attraction. “What draws you to spend your life, indeed to shorten it, in this sorry manner?” 
“Dreams,” said the ruins of Humbergruff. “I dream of worlds and wonders.” 
“Starships depart hourly. They can take you to worlds and wonders all up and down The Spray.” 
The artist's drawn face took on a reflective aspect. “True, but they are not mine.” 
“You had fame and accolades,” Imbry said, “and could have them again.” 
Humbergruff sighed. “We inhabit an impossibly ancient world. What can be done that has not already been done to perfection? What is there to say when all has already been said? And not just said, but heard and understood? We are naught but a recurring dream. What is the point of all this making and shaping?” 
“The world's regard?” said Imbry. “Which translates into fine dinners and a comfortable place to lay one's head, often beside an engaging companion.” 
“I have done all of that, and now I am done with it,” said Humbergruff. “It pales.” He touched his brow. “In here, I have found more. I have found everything.” 
Imbry was no stranger to narcissistic impulse; indeed, he preferred the world to revolve about his own needs. But here he saw the purest form of vanity, a shutting out of all experience but that of the self, rattling down the shutters and sealing the doors of perception, to sit in a darkening solipsism until the essential inner spark dwindled and went out. He shuddered then pushed the image aside and came to business. 
“Humbergruff,” he said, “I will acquaint you with your situation. It is not a happy one.” He explained that the artist had entered a downward spiral, producing haphazardly in order to purchase temporary oblivion, but each visit to limbo lasted longer than the one before, while his productive periods grew correspondingly shorter. At the same time, his tolerance for blue borrache increased, requiring him to make a greater effort to earn its cost, but the drug steadily robbed him of that ability. “Eventually you will have neither the drug nor the capacity to acquire it.” 
The artist blinked. “I have never been good at grasping the obvious,” he said. He turned and regarded a credenza set against the far wall where his few remaining vials and paraphernalia lay scattered. “You have opened a sad vista.” 
“I will now reveal a more comforting one,” Imbry said. “I have purchased a large supply of blue borrache, enough to keep you dreaming until you have passed over into the ineffable.” 
Hassol Humbergruff's head snapped toward the fat man. His gaze had lost all trace of dreaminess. “Where is it?” he said. 
“Close by,” Imbry said. 
The artist was rising from his seat. “And yet we sit here bandying irrelevancies? Let us go get it,” he said. 
Imbry reached across the table. The shoulder beneath his plump hand was perilously thin and he easily pressed the man back into his chair. “First let us come to terms.” 
“You will find me very agreeable,” Humbergruff declared. 
Imbry quickly outlined his proposal: Humbergruff would produce several works. When Imbry was satisfied with their quality, he would hand over the supply of blue borrache. The artist could then slip into a languorous dream from which he would never emerge. 
Despite the fat man's having pointed Humbergruff along the path to sure extinction, the artist displayed a fervent interest in the arrangement. “First, though,” he said, “I should sample the merchandise, to be sure that it will meet the test.” 
“It is the finest product of the Green Circle syndicate,” Imbry assured him. “You will not be disappointed.” 
“Still,” Humbergruff said, his pale tongue emerging to lick his lips, “only the taste will tell.” 
Imbry showed him an unhappy face and mused aloud, “Perhaps there is some other artist with whom I could do business.” 
And so the bargain was struck. In short order, Imbry removed Humbergruff and his working materials to a secluded location, a remote and rural cottage where there was plenty of light and a complete absence of blue borrache. The artist suffered pangs and fearsome bouts of night sweats, ameliorated by liberal doses of Imbry's restorative, and several times tried to call off their agreement. But Luff Imbry displayed an adamant resolve, expressed in stern words backed up by occasional shoves and buffets, until five assemblages of wire figures adorned the air above the workbench. Two of them were minor pieces, produced in the first several days of their association, but the latter period had brought three first-class constructions, as good if not better than anything Humbergruff had produced in his prime. 
“These are excellent,” Imbry said, watching the hanging shapes dip and rotate to create evolving stories of mythic intensity shot through with subtle subtexts. 
“You have driven me cruelly,” Humbergruff said. In the last two days he had ceased to eat, spending every hour bent over the bench, plying his crimps and twizzlers to shape the delicate metal fibers into precise alignments. Though his legs trembled as constantly as the leaves of a wystol tree, his fingers were crisp and sure in their judgements. 
“Your suffering has raised you to new heights,” Imbry said. “You have surpassed yourself.” 
“It has all been done before, as well or better.” 
“Not to my knowledge.” 
Humbergruff made a face that did not speak highly of Imbry's understanding. Imbry dismissed the criticism with a twist of his plump lips and said, “Your views are your own. I am satisfied with the work.” 
“Then pay me.” 
Imbry saw that Humbergruff's time away from the spell of blue borrache had not diminished the craving. He made a gesture of acquiescence and summoned the aircar that had brought them to the cottage. It had removed itself to an inaccessible ledge on a cliff face some distance away until Imbry, and only Imbry, should call for it. Now it eased down in the front yard and opened its luggage compartment. From behind a false bulkhead Imbry withdrew a package and handed it to the artist, who tore it open then sighed when he saw the vials and equipment within. 
“This place is leased for quite some time,” Imbry said. “Or I could take you back to your studio.” 
“Here will be fine,” Humbergruff said. He went inside and sat on one of the beds, lining up the containers of blue borrache on a shelf set into the headboard. It took him only moments to deploy the apparatus that would continuously administer the drug while he sank deeper into the dreamscape. Then he poured the substance into the hopper and lay back. Within moments his eyelids were fluttering and Luff Imbry and all the world became no more than the flimsiest of distant shadows. 
The fat man carefully packed up the five pieces and stowed them in the aircar. He locked the door of the cottage and left the key in a safe place. Moments later he was high above the rural landscape, instructing the flyer to set a course for the County of Ambrou. 

# 

“What is your purpose in seeking to enter the County of Ambrou?” said the customs inspector. Imbry knew that the man must have asked the question a myriad of times, yet the fellow's elevated nose and suspicious eye suggested that he had yet to receive a truly satisfactory answer. 
“I mean to attend Toppling Fair,” Imbry said. 
“To buy?” said the border man, his manner easing fractionally. Fees and levies collected by the County from the annual fair's revenues probably accounted for a sizeable portion of the officer's salary. 
Imbry signed in the negative. “To sell.” 
The custom inspector's brows drew together, like furry predators coordinating an attack. “To sell? And just what do you propose to sell?” 
Imbry waved toward the open hatch of the aircar. “My works,” he said. 
The inspector came out of his booth and examined the contents of the luggage compartment. He lifted one of Hassol Humbergruff's delicate creations until its various parts dangled from his thumb and forefinger, blew on them gently until they dipped and rotated into different alignments. His gaze softened as he followed their movements and read the changing stories, then hardened as he turned back to Luff Imbry. “Entry denied,” he said. 
“On what grounds?” 
“It is forbidden to import works of art into the County for subsequent sale.” 
“It is not,” said Imbry. “Artists have brought their wares to Toppling Fair since time out of mind.” 
“And departed to spend the proceeds elsewhere,” the customs man said. “Which is why the new Board of Fuglemen has changed the regulations. Now only those works produced within the County may be sold at the fair, though you may import materials.” 
“That is a recent change.” 
“Fairly recent,” the man agreed. 
“You might have let the world know.” 
“The regulations were proclaimed. You must not have been paying attention.” 
“Indeed,” said Imbry. “I was in seclusion, preparing these.” He gestured toward Humbergruff's works and assumed an air of innocent speculation. “I don't suppose if one of them were to remain here, under your guardianship, the others might go to the fair.” 
The inspector's face became as a dark cloud, and Imbry realized that the man was a captive of narrow views that denied him a creative imagination. “Never mind,” he said and packed the goods away. He quickly reversed the aircar and departed in the direction from which he had come. 
He returned to the cottage, but as soon as he unlocked the door he knew that there was no hope of reviving the artist and taking him to Ambrou to make new assemblages. Imbry went back to the aircar and sat in the gathering gloom of dusk, as the tired orange sun sank wearily behind the forested Polpol Hills, and thought about the unhappy twist that Ambrou's fuglemen had given to his plans. 

# 

Toppling Fair was one of Old Earth's preeminent venues for the buying and selling of art. It drew connoisseurs from all of the still inhabited parts of the planet as well as persons from the Ten Thousand Worlds for whom this timeworn ball of dust was not irredeemably out of fashion. It was also a social necessity for Ambrou's most prominent citizens. Paddachau Chin had never been known to miss it. 
The collector personally toured the fair at least once during the several days of its run, lingering at some booths, merely glancing into others. He had been known to buy on the spot, sometimes elevating a new artist from anonymity to instant fame. Even when he did not purchase, he would often invite those whose works he favored to a private masque whose other guests were the cream of Ambrou. 
The masque, on the final night of the fair, was held in the antique formal garden at The Groves. The garden was within the walls of the estate and overlooked by the west wing. In that part of the house sat the treasure rooms that housed the most fabulous pieces in Chin's collection, according to the few who said they had entered its well guarded precincts, though they honored Paddachau Chin's request not to divulge what they had seen. 
Luff Imbry intended to make himself one of that few, though he would do so without an invitation. He was sure he could overcome or undercut whatever defenses lay between him and his goal. He would, however, remain as closed-mouth as any about what he expected to find within the west wing, although his reasons for silence would be his own. 
But in order to put his plans into operation, he must first gain entrance to the well guarded formal garden. The easiest way to do that was to be invited to the masque. And to be invited to the masque, he must exhibit at the fair the works of Hassol Humbergruff and pass them off as his own. 
But now that carefully planned sequence of events had been roughly truncated by the Board of Fuglemen. He stepped out of the aircar and reentered the cottage. Humbergruff breathed slowly and heavily on the bed. Imbry went to the workbench where the artist's tools and materials lay scattered. The fat man took up one of the shaping boards, a flat surface thickly covered in tiny holes. Into these pock marks Humbergruff would place pins in selected configurations then loop and bend his wires around them, rough-shaping his figures before lifting them free to refine them with crimps, pulls and twisters. 
Imbry took a few pins from a flat dish and placed them in some of the board's holes. He looped a piece of green wire from one point to another then to a third and considered the result. During the time he had spent with the artist in the cottage he had often hovered over the man's shoulder, urging him to the work. An observant overseer, Imbry had absorbed the basic techniques of the assembler's art. Now he wondered if he had learned enough to forge a convincing Humbergruff. 

# 

On the last day of the Fair Imbry installed himself in a booth in the second tier near the bottom of Deobald Rise. He was far enough away from the fire dancers and the bottle-bell ringers to be undistracted by whiffs of smoke and discordant arpeggios, but he was still unaccustomed to being watched as he worked -- though forgery and counterfeiting were two of his greatest strengths, he was unused to practicing them under the public's gaze. 
“But it is this very openness,” said the official who had shown him to his booth and stamped his hand, “that is now the most attractive aspect of Toppling Fair. The new Fuglemen have swept out the old fustiness and imbued all with a sense of imminence. Virtuosity appears, not as if from behind the curtain of mystery, but moment by moment, before the eye of the beholder. The viewers are greatly entertained.” 
“Yet I, the author of that entertainment, am not paid for any of it,” said Imbry, “but only for the products of my labors, and then only if someone deigns to buy what I make.” 
“You also breathe and digest your dinner while I stand here and observe you,' said the officer, a crabbed and angular man whose skin hung loose wherever gravity could tug at it. “Should I pay you for those activities?” 
“If they entertain you.” 
“They do not.” 
“But that is beside the point,” said Imbry. “The Fair charges admission to the attendees, many of them mere look-ins who do not buy so much as a smoked-glass button, and you retain one hundred percent of that fee. But we artisans and crafters, who create the spectacle that draws the crowds, receive nothing.” 
“Are you saying you will not work unless you are paid?” said the Fair man. “I can assure you that your booth can be let to another artist. There is a queue of them outside the gate.” 
“No, I am saying that I would prefer to work in solitude. It has ever been my way.” 
The officer drew himself up and regarded Imbry from the very pinnacle of his nose. “Then go home. But if you wish to exhibit at Toppling Fair, you must do so in public view.” 
A small collection of fairgoers who had been watching the altercation now burst into a smattering of applause, which quickly died as Luff Imbry glowered at them from beneath lowered brows. But then the fat man took a deep breath and when he let it go he allowed it to carry away his fruitless opposition. He raised both hands in a manner that signaled surrender, adding a fillip to the gesture that said that the matter was fundamentally beneath his concern, then paid no further attention as the official sauntered off. 
Now Imbry lifted the rough draft of a wire figure from its armature of pins and regarded it critically. He was copying from memory one of Humbergruff's most successful assemblages, and the form he held between a fleshy thumb and forefinger was that of Farouche. This was the eternally yearning lover, always presented carrying his bardolade, though with its strings broken by long and tearful years of unavailing strumming as he pursued his unrequited courtship of unfeeling Ardyss. 
Humbergruff's Farouche had been rendered in two contrasting materials: a heavy-gauge wire of dark purple that showed a sheen of verdigris when the light of the old orange sun struck it obliquely, and a lighter filament of tarnished gold. The bardolade had been a mere sketch in purest silver. 
Imbry remembered how the artist had gone at his Farouche with crimps and twizzlers and believed he could emulate the technique. But after he had bent the figure's arm -- the one that would hold the bardolade, not the one raised to heaven in a last plea for aid -- he held it up to see it in the round. Immediately he knew that he had extended the limb's position farther than Humbergruff had. He returned the figure to the workbench and reached for the number four kinker. 
But then he stopped and held up the figure again. The greater length of the arm's line would allow for a more fully realized bardolade, Imbry saw -- especially if the broken instrument was rendered uncompromisingly in flat black instead of silver -- and that would draw the viewer's eye toward the futility of the lover's quest rather than to the upraised hand of hope. 
That was not how Hassol Humbergruff had seen it. And yet, as Imbry regarded the bits of wire dangling by their thread from his pinch, he felt that that was how Farouche ought to be seen. 
He allowed his gaze to change focus and saw the faces of several fairgoers peering at him from the entrance to his booth. On an impulse he said to them, “The bardolade -- in black or silver?” 
“Silver,” said one of them, a well fleshed matron with an arrangement of facial wrinkles and creases that suggested she had pronounced more disapproving judgments than blessings. Most of the others signed agreement with the woman's dictum, but a man with a lean and corded neck and a more thoughtful aspect said, “Silver is traditional, but black would make a statement.” 
Imbry set down the Farouche and reached for the black wire. He rapidly fashioned a miniature bardolade, then at the last moment added a filigree of the thinnest silver to represent its forlorn broken strings. He crimped the instrument to the figure's hand and held up the ensemble to the light and the gaze of his audience. 
A gasp of insight came from the matron and a knowing nod from the man who had spoken for black. Imbry fastened the figure's thread to a horizontal rod hung from the ceiling as he had seen Humbergruff do in the cottage. He began to bring together the materials for the second major figure in the piece: Goladry, the green and untried youth, innocent as an egg. Already, Imbry had an idea for how he could express the young exemplar's naiveté. The crowd murmured as he set pins in the board and chose a strong platinum wire to be the boy's torso. 

# 

There would be nothing new under the old and fading sun. It could not be argued otherwise: no fresh, undiscovered stories waited to be told on a world as ancient as Old Earth. Every tale that could be recounted had been, in every possible permutation, a thousand times a thousand times. Heroes of every quality, villains of all shades and persuasions, had strutted and fretted along the mazed paths that led to story's borders, had bounced off and sashayed back again. Every possible beginning, every possible end, and all the myriad middles had been spun and cast and reeled in time after time. 
Everyone knew every tale. There could be no grand surprises. And yet there was always the possibility of an unthought-of juxtaposition, or if it was not truly unthought-of then perhaps the thought had last occurred so many millennia ago that now it had been forgotten and could be revived, like a shade from the underworld, to be briefly enjoyed before it was allowed to fade anew. 
The effect of all these aeons of telling and being told was to create not boredom, but a vast and complex language of symbol and allusion. Farouche and Goladry were universally recognized archetypes; each drew after it a comet's tail, broad and long, of meaning and association. To present one such figure in the context of the other, and then to add a third -- like Marrenya, the young maiden poised on the cusp of full adulthood -- was to make a subtle and involved statement on the vagaries and cohesions of life. 

# 

Imbry fashioned his Marenya in green and red, iridescent and matte. He strung her from the same rod from which Farouche dangled, but on a longer thread so that she would rise and fall between levels of the assemblage. He had turned her head so that sometimes she would be glancing idly away -- innocently spurning an unnoticed infatuation -- but as her figure rotated she would come to be wistfully gazing over her shoulder. 
The arrangement brought a ripple of comment from the crowd that now watched him work. Imbry was conscious of the reaction as background to his own perceptions, but now his thoughts took him in an unexpected direction. In his piece, Hassol Humbergruff had arranged Farouche, Goladry and Marenya thus and so, adding in minor figures -- the faithful attendant, the old man who harbored a lifelong guilt, each offering a mutable commentary on the main themes -- but letting the central trio dominate the assemblage. 
What if I mixed Grond into the trio? he thought. He turned to the shaping board and began placing pins even as his mind was considering types and colors of wire. He found a spool of lead, the wire thick, dull and lifeless, perfect for the old libertine's coarse body. Then he chose a length of brilliant diamontine from which to fashion the roué's signature hat and full length cane. He formed and crimped, joining the accouterments to the main figure, angling the cane so that from the right perspective it became an obscene expression of the rake's true nature. 
He fastened a thread to Grond's wattled neck and tied it to one end of a long rod, putting a globular counterweight at the other end. He positioned the rod in the rest of the assemblage so that Grond would perpetually circle Farouche, Goladry and Marenya, alternately rising above their plane before dipping beneath their view in an endless cycle. 
“Ah,” said the man with the corded neck, while the woman with the seamed face took on an introspective expression as she relived some experience that the assemblage had conjured from memory into the foreground of her mind. 
Imbry quickly made two minor figures: Haft, the true friend; and Shigharee, the reflective older sibling. These he hung at heights that would allow them to intersect the main action of the piece where necessary for narrative purposes. He adjusted relative distances among all the figures until, suddenly, the disparate parts coalesced into a comprehensive whole. Here was a tale of longing, of a road not taken, yet as the figures slowly spun in the ruddy light of the tired sun, it became a cynical commentary on the follies of youth and the calculating guile of age. But scarcely had those sour notes sounded than the arrangement shifted again into a quiet statement of hope amid dignified endurance. 
I have a talent for this, Imbry thought. I have not copied Humbergruff. I have stood upon his shoulders and leapt higher still. He watched the figures rotate and spin, dip and rise. 
“Brilliant,” said a deep voice, one that was comfortable in making such pronouncements and expected no contradictions. “I wish I had been here to see the process from the beginning.” 
Imbry looked away from his creation and found himself under the gaze of a man of mature years, attired in a daygown of embroidered silk with slashed sleeves and the “covert ruffle” motif that was the fashion of the moment. Equally fashionable were the man's split-toe slippers and his complexly folded hat of red patent leather. 
“I am Paddachau Chin,” said the paragon. “What price the assemblage?” 
Imbry looked thoughtful, then quoted a number that would have been fitting for a Humbergruff masterpiece. One thing he knew about the wealthy -- and he knew many things about them -- was that when they were buying for themselves, the more expensive the object the more they desired it. A high price gratified their desire to spend as much on themselves as they felt their own intrinsic worth deserved. 
Paddachau Chin put a finger to his lower lip, looked upwards as if consulting some relevant information written across the sky, and said, “Done. Would you bring it to my estate tonight? The Groves. We're having a masque, if you're free.” 
“I will make myself free.” 
“Your work reminds me of that of Hassol Humbergruff. What is your name?” 
“Hassol Humbergruff,” Imbry said. 
Chin peered at him. “You look different from how I remember you.” 
“It's not something I care to talk about,” Imbry said, adding a gesture that indicated the subject was indelicate. 
“No matter,” said Chin. “It is the work that counts. The who is always less important than the what, certainly less than the why.” He made his farewells, employing a mode that signified that Imbry's status had risen, at least temporarily, to the same plane as the magnate's. Imbry responded in kind. 
The crowd had watched their interaction with almost as much interest as when they had followed Imbry's assembling of the wire figures. The man with the noticeable neck offered congratulations. “It is no small thing to be invited to Chin's masque,” he said. 
“No small thing indeed,” said Imbry. 

# 

The Groves was a well founded estate, although its agricultural surround appeared neglected. The manse had suffered an accretion of styles and enthusiasms of former generations of Chins, but that was not unusual in rural houses. Either by fortunate accident or the efforts of some able architectural syncretizer, the present state of the old building showed an unexpected balance among all the spires, domes, colonnades and air-suspended roofs. Paddachau Chin had apparently added nothing to the mix since inheriting the place. Imbry assumed the magnate preferred to spend his fortune on the art works he sequestered in the west wing. 
This was a long, high ceilinged extension from the main body of the house, clad externally in brushed virentium that had tarnished nicely over the centuries. In the lights strung about the trees and topiary of the garden, the walls gave off the ghostly glow for which the pale metal had once been prized by builders. The tall narrow windows were shuttered in a material that allowed those within to see all without, but denied anyone outside so much as a glimmer of the treasures said to reside in the wing's galleries. 
Luff Imbry would have made no attempt to see through the windows even had they allowed an easy perspection. He intended to submit Paddachau Chin's collection to far more than the attentions of his eyes; his program included seizing, stowing and stealing away in his aircar, which hovered somewhere nearby, equipped with devices that rendered it all but invisible to prying energies. Always an inventive thief, Imbry also concealed about his person an apparatus of his own design that he was eager to apply to the virentium walls. 
He sauntered among the revelers at Chin's masque, nodding affably and offering the kind of florid gestures that were appropriate to the evening's mood and the elevated rank of the attendees. The garden boasted several marquees and portable stages, the former dispensing food and drink and the latter a variety of entertainments that ranged from the subtle to the gross. Imbry stopped at a bar and accepted a selection of small sausages and chopped vegetables wrapped in stiff paper as well as a flagon of a robust, tawny ale made on the estate. 
He wandered about, chewing and supping. He could do both without difficulty because he had chosen for a mask a version of the wei-wei bird, with crimson feathered brow and blunt ocher beak that protruded over his nose, leaving the lower half of his face uncovered. Above the brow the mask became a cowl of gray cloth that encased his head and flowed behind him in a voluminous cape. He had not hired the costume, but had employed yet another of his useful skills to fashion the garment himself, adding a number of pockets and pouches that could transport small but valuable items without drawing attention. 
He stopped near one of the stages to watch a performance by several young men and women, all of them healthy and limber and clad in not much more than body paint. Their antics combined gymnastic strength and flexibility with artistic representations similar to those of the assembler's art, except that their tableaux were punctuated by sudden tongues of vertical fire from the back of the stage or explosions of scintillating confetti from the front. While the audience gasped and oohed at these eruptions, the players quickly rearranged themselves for the beginning of the next sequence. 
Imbry appreciated the artistry of distraction as a technique. Indeed, many of his career successes had relied on his being able to draw someone's eyes to look here, and definitely not there at a crucial moment. He swallowed the last of his smoked sausage and downed the lees of his ale and waited for the next arrangement of bodies, letting his gaze drift about the crowded garden. 
Some distance off, in a doorway sheltered by a decorated arch, he spied Paddachau Chin. The magnate was not masked, but was splendidly attired as a marshal of Hemistor's Grand Militia. He was deep in conversation with a man whose only concession to the conventions of the masque was a domino across his eyes and the bridge of his nose, the rest of him being attired in nondescript clothing. Yet something about the fellow tickled an association somewhere in the depths of Imbry's mind. He resolved to let it slowly bubble its way to the surface where he would examine it later. 
A bulky object wrapped in paper passed from Chin to the man, then a smaller item went the other way. Neither examined what he had received but each tucked his acquisition away and they parted without ceremony. The anonymous man faded into the crowd while Chin stepped openly into the light of an overhead lantern and was immediately noticed and celebrated by a swirl of his guests. After a few moments he extricated himself with smiles and playful gestures then stood looking purposefully about him. 
Imbry slid the bird mask upward until it sat above his forehead, leaving his face visible. Moments later his gaze met that of Paddachau Chin. The magnate raise a finger and both eyebrows then began to make his way through the throng, sliding past jolly greetings and attempted embraces until he pitched up beside the fat man. 
They exchanged salutes and made the appropriate observations as to the success of the festivities, Imbry's being warm and fulsome, Chin's self-deprecating. The formalities over, the magnate said, “Have you brought the piece?” 
“It is here,” Imbry said, indicating an inner fold of his cape. “Shall I bring it out?” 
“Please.” 
The assemblage was neatly packaged in fine cloth. Imbry carefully drew it from an inner pocket of his cape, slipped off the covering and allowed the rods and figures to dangle free. The different colors and textures of the wires caught the various hues and intensities of light from around them. 
“Very fine,” said Chin, his eyes glinting. “It will be a high point of my collection.” 
“I am honored,” Imbry answered, then took the opportunity. “I would be delighted to see the works among which my little collation of wires will be set.” 
A curious expression took possession of Chin's face but was quickly dismissed. He spoke briskly, “Not possible, I'm afraid. I am reordering elements of the collection. Everything is jumbled.” 
Imbry arranged his face in an expression that conveyed a mellow fatalism. “Some other time, perhaps.” 
“Indeed,” said Chin. “But I almost forgot your fee.” He drew from within his bemedalled tunic a compact purse and passed it to Imbry, who pocketed it without further examination. 
“If you don't mind, I will go and hang this immediately in the treasure room,” the magnate said, holding the glittering work before him. Imbry signalled acquiescence and watched the man go, the crowd parting before him with more oohs and sudden intakes of breath as people caught sight of the assemblage. 
The fat man accepted the disappointment. It would have been useful to have toured the collection in advance, but he had a good eye for quality and would be able to choose well when the moment came. In the meantime, he noticed a stand offering seedcakes and a colorful punch. The sausages and ale now but a memory, he made his way through the crowd. 

# 

The masque went on all night, the public revelry giving way in time to more private celebrations in the shadows beneath the decorative trees and behind convenient shrubs. Here and there about the gardens clumps of guests wandered, parts of their costumes askew or altogether missing. They hung on each other's shoulders, swaying and singing elegiac ballads or humming quiet songs of melancholic affection that spoke to the Ambrou character. 
Imbry waited in a dark corner of the west wing's facade until a nearby choir had passed by. He drew from an inner pocket of his cape a small device of his own manufacture and activated it, then watched as it consulted his immediate surroundings and identified the means by which Paddachau Chin guarded his premises. As he had expected, the wards and got-yous defending the west wing were several and powerful. But Imbry had prepared for them. He now instructed the device to gull and lull the house's defenses. 
Within moments, the telltales all showed that he could proceed to the next stage of his plan. He tucked away the inquisitive instrument and brought out another: a short, thin cylinder of metal something like a stylus. He put the point of the object against the wall of virentium, at a height just above his head, and depressed a stud on its base. A shivery sound emanated from the tip, along with a glow of deep purple luminescence. 
Virentium was an artificial material, a combination of metals and other substances that ordinarily could not cohere. Imbry had researched the compound and found that its components were induced to bind to each other by a treatment that combined a particular sequence of high energies. The resulting composite would resist the most incisive cutting tools. However, Imbry had discovered that one of the forces that bound the aggregate together could be convinced to reverse its polarity if an energy of the right intensity and frequency were applied to it. 
Imbry's instrument now applied that energy at precisely that intensity. He tuned the instrument's control until it reached the indicated frequency. At that point, the purple glow at the stylus's tip deepened until it fell below the range of human vision. A small hole abruptly appeared in the virentium. Imbry drew his hand downward and the hole lengthened into a crevice taller than he was. He smoothly continued along the base of the wall, turned upward then across. He put his fingertips to the top of the oblong shape he had created and tugged. An Imbry-sized slab of virentium leaned out of the wall. He caught it and carefully lowered it to the ground then stepped into the opening. 
He found himself standing in the outer wall of a long gallery that ran the length of the wing, its inner wall interrupted by doors at intervals of several paces. The passage was dimly lit by tiny lumens set in the moulding just above the carpeted floor and by widely spaced hemispheres of pale glass in the ceiling. 
Imbry remained in the opening while he exchanged his cutting stylus for the inquisitive device he had used earlier. It identified three defensive systems in the gallery, infiltrated their decision-making processes, and diverted them into harmless directions. The fat man stepped into the gallery and approached the nearest door. 
It was locked, but not for long. He eased the portal open and saw an unlit room. His inquisitor detected no surveillance. Imbry threw back his masque and cowl and brought from another pocket a harness studded with lenses, emitters and receptors that he fitted over his skull. He touched a control at one temple and the apparatus flooded the chamber with several wavelengths of energy, recaptured their echoes and translated them all into a coherent picture. The image appeared in the air before Imbry's eyes as if he were looking through a hand-sized window into a brightly lit room. 
Which turned out to be effectively empty. Imbry turned his head from side to side, scanning the space. Along the walls he saw shelved cabinets with their doors hanging open. Here and there about the floor were truncated columns whose flat tops would have been perfect for displaying objects of beauty and wonder. But the shelves were bare, the plinths supporting nothing but dust-flecked air. 
Imbry withdrew and closed the door. He went to the next portal and repeated the procedure that gave him entry and view. Here the walls were lined with shelves that should have held rare books or a collection of small items, perhaps reliquary boxes or the intricately decorated bottles in which the aristocracy of Old Earth kept their baby teeth. But here, too, the shelves were vacant. 
He drew back from the doorway. Then a thought touched him. Might this be an illusion rendered by protective systems even more sophisticated than the devices he had built to overcome them? He stepped into the room and advanced to one of the shelves, reached out and touched. But his plump fingers met only emptiness and a fine powder of dust. 
Imbry returned to the gallery and pondered. Might the magnate have moved his treasures to another location? But no other part of the manse boasted such security systems. And Imbry trusted his intelligence sources too much to believe that the Chin Collection could have been relocated beyond the walls of The Groves without his having heard of it. 
Some would have found in the disappearance of the trove a piquant mystery. Luff Imbry found a source of sharp irritation. He had invested much time and many resources in this operation, and now it seemed he might as profitably have strode down Ekhevry Row, Olkney's main commercial thoroughfare, throwing armloads of currency to the thrusting crowds. 
His black mood deepened as he tried the next chamber and the one after that, finding them as bereft of plunderables as the first two. Grimly, he made his way down the concourse, seeing one empty room after another, until he came to the final door. Here he stopped, for his inquisitor told him that within the chamber was life, light and movement. 
Imbry removed his surveillance headgear and carefully tried the door's control. It responded to his touch but he eased open the portal no more than a crack. A warm glow of golden luminescence shone through the narrow opening and Imbry put his eye to it. He saw another chamber like the others, full of empty cabinets and display stands, but in the centre of this one stood Paddachau Chin beneath a cone of light that shone from a lumen in the ceiling. Also captured by the warm illumination was a gibbet of base metal, of the kind commonly used to display assemblages, and from that dark frame hung the collage of rods, threads and wires that Imbry had made and sold to the man who now stood enraptured before it. 
Finding nothing to steal, a common malefactor might have slunk away, cursing his disappointment, perhaps to kick some blameless shrub on his way through the garden. But Imbry was a proud man. He knew his abilities to be superlative, for all that some might raise certain ethical quibbles. It was a crime that his efforts should have been so egregiously wasted. He required at least the satisfaction of an explanation. 
He flung wide the door and stepped into the chamber. “What is the meaning of this?” he said. 
Paddachau Chin had just blown a puff of air at the assemblage, causing it to reorient its components into a new gestalt. His lips remained pursed even as his eyes widened and blinked in surprise, putting Imbry in mind of a comical fish. The fat man was, both by necessity and by lifelong study, an expert judge of character. He gauged that this situation required him to continue on the offensive. “What have you done with one of the greatest collections of the age?” 
Chin stepped back, his eyes flicking about the room like an errant schoolboy caught in mischief. When he spoke, the words tumbled over each other, “I had no choice! I had severe reverses, financial commitments came due, and there was the upkeep on the estate and the house in town.” 
Imbry formed his features into the sternest censure. “You sold it all off? Everything? How could you?” he said, advancing on Chin like a small, rotund army. “You've callously dismantled and dispersed a collection the like of which will never be seen again!” 
A part of Imbry was genuinely incensed that such wanton destruction had been visited upon the treasures of The Grove, even as another part of him was aware that it had been his intention to commit exactly the same acts. But Imbry had a supple mind, capable of assessing moral situations and discovering clear distinctions between right and wrong that would entirely elude anyone who did not have the good fortune to be Luff Imbry. 
Still, the moment's pause it took the thief to dispose of his brief episode of internal disharmony was enough time for Paddachau Chin to come across the obvious question: “What are you doing in my house?” he said, and went on to an equally salient query: “And how did you get in?” 
“This is not the time for trivia and superfluous tangents,” Imbry said. “The important issue is that you are a fraud. The Chin Collection is a byword for unparalleled taste. People have dined out for years on a hint that they have glimpsed the merest corner of it.” 
“You're not Hassol Humbergruff,” Chin said, his eyes narrowing and the corners of his mouth turning down. Then all three formed circles as a connection was made at some obscure level of his intellectual apparatus. “I know you! You are Luff Imbry! You were pointed out to me once as someone who might be able to sell a piece or two, if my current agents became unavailable.” 
If my current fence should be taken up by the Bureau of Scrutiny, was how Imbry translated the remark. And now he knew where he had seen the man in the garden from whom Chin had acquired the purse that had been paid over to Imbry. “I might have been interested,” he said, though inwardly he felt a faint unhappiness at the thought of being associated with the wanton dissolution of a magnificent collection. It's one thing to nabble a few bits and pieces and pop them off to the buyers, he thought. It's quite a different matter to undo the work of generations. “But now I do not know what to say.” 
“You must say nothing!” Chin said. 
Imbry saw a desperate flash in the man's eyes that made him quietly reach into a pocket of his cape. He slipped his hand around a powerful shocker and only when he had thumbed its control to stand-by did he reply. “You would be ruined,” he said. 
The fire went out of Chin. His shoulders declined. “My friends would find me a figure of pity and amusement,” he said. “Who would come to my masques?” 
Imbry felt a mild twinge of sympathy. But he put it aside and concentrated on what was truly important in this situation: that it lead to a recoupment of his expenses and a reasonable profit. He released his hold on the shocker so that he could put both his hands in front of him for a vigorous rubbing of palms. “The past is fled. The future lies shapeless before us. The question is: what form shall we give it?” 
“Do not look to me as a fount of income. My resources are limited,” Chin said. “I invested too heavily in the Fassblind Bubble. By tonight I had settled my obligations, but that left only one truly worthwhile work in the collection -- the Waldolid Tapestry.” 
Imbry knew of the hanging; who did not? It had been woven over umpteen generations from the hair of a family whose gene plasm had been the venue by a unique mutation. A clan of master weavers had used the incomparable material -- it shimmered, changed colours in responses to heat and light, glowed in the dark -- to create a masterpiece of masterpieces. 
“But it would buy more than five estates like this one,” Imbry said. 
“True,” said Chin, “if I could have sold it openly.” 
“Ah,” said Imbry, because now he saw it. The collection had been precious to Paddachau Chin, but more precious was his reputation as its owner. By selling off the works surreptitiously, he had retained their reflected glory. But he had received only a fraction of their monetary worth. Even Imbry could appreciate the ironic pain of the magnate's situation, and he allowed his face to display it. 
“No, no,” said Chin, “it has not been so bad. I have long suffered from a creeping case of lapsed ardour, the result of having lived so long in the Canton of Zeel.” 
Imbry signalled that he understood. The cultural ethos of Zeel demanded constant novelty. Goods retained their allure only as long as they satisfied the unslakeable thirst for freshness; once that faded, the most exquisite work of art was of no more interest to a Zeelot than the box in which it had arrived. 
A hapless expression took ownership of Chin's face. “So now I acquire, one by one, the pieces that catch my eye. I enjoy each until it inevitably palls, then quietly sell it on to acquire funds with which to buy the next.” 
Imbry saw that, like Humbergruff, Chin was trapped within a narrowing, descending spiral. “You pay more for what you buy than you receive when you sell it.” 
“Yes,” said Chin, “the progression worries me. In the end my reputation may suffer.” 
A spark glowed in the back of Luff Imbry's mind. He allowed it to burgeon until it took on a warm effulgence then became a burst of brilliance. “I have an idea,” he said. 

# 

The discreet plaque beside the inconspicuous door on Ekhevry Way read, Vervacity -- Works of Creativity for the Discerning. In smaller type below was, Exclusive agents for the Chin Collection. 
Through the door came two distinct types of persons. The first were artists who wished to sell their works to Paddachau Chin. These were often surprised at the small prices they were offered; some left throwing harsh words over their shoulders, but most were intrigued enough to stay to learn the rest of the terms. Almost all who heard the proposition agreed to it. They departed Vervacity bearing a purse that contained a sum somewhere between a pittance and trifle, and a short document that entitled them henceforth to decorate their premises and letterhead with the phrase: By Appointment to Paddachau Chin. Their popularity, and therefore their incomes, inevitably climbed. As did Chin's reputation as a patron. 
The second category of patrons at the exclusive agency slipped quietly through the door after regular hours, having made arrangements to be received without names or identities being needlessly bandied about. These persons came bearing more substantial sums of money and purchased works that had somehow lost their way and strayed from the Chin Collection into the shadier channels of commercial intercourse. Each departed bearing an object of beauty to be enjoyed in strictest privacy, lest anyone pose the kind of inconvenient questions that might draw the attention of the Bureau of Scrutiny. 
A third class of person entered the premises, though always by an unmarked door in the rear. These were close confederates of Luff Imbry who toiled in a basement workroom to copy each new purchase, usually producing several quite good forgeries that were then sold to the second class of upstairs visitors. The originals themselves were passed on to The Groves, where Paddachau Chin briefly enjoyed them before sending them back to Vervacity, whose proprietor, Luff Imbry, carefully stored them away, along with the five original Hassol Humbergruffs that were the beginnings of the Imbry Collection. 
This arrangement endured for some time, and all the participants were well satisfied. Eventually Chin developed new enthusiasms, involving memorabilia associated with sporting contests, by which time Luff Imbry had also broadened the scope of his appetites and abilities, so that the shop on Ekhevry Way was a mere bagatelle. The two partners wrapped up Vervacity and parted on good terms. 
“But you know,” said Chin, as they marked the dissolution of their partnership with a dinner at one of the clubs where Imbry always found good food and often encountered persons who would be shaped into participants in his various enterprises, “you could have gone another way.” 
Imbry paused with a glass of ruby Phalum halfway to his lips. “How so?” 
“The piece you made when you were masquerading as Hassol Humbergruff -- the Farouche, Goladry, Marrenya -- was as good as anything he ever produced. Indeed, it had a unique quality that could only have come from you.” 
Imbry sipped the wine. “I fail to grasp your point.” 
“Instead of forging other people's efforts, you could have been creating true works of lasting renown, under your own name,” Chin said. “You might have made a legitimate fortune.” 
To Luff Imbry, the concept was completely novel. He turned it over in his complicated mind, then said, “No.” 
“But why not?” 
Imbry offered a tiny shrug. “I have my reputation to consider.” 
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