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“What exactly is it?” Luff Imbry said. He walked around the object that occupied the center of the small table in the secluded rear room of the tavern known as Bolly's Snug, viewing it from several angles and blinking at the way it caught the light. 
“I took it off Chiz Ramoulian,” said Dain Ganche. 
“Took it?” Imbry's round, multichinned face showed a mild concern. Provenance could be a contentious issue when buying items of value behind closed doors. Chiz Ramoulian was only a minor hoodlum yet he moved through the back streets of the City of Olkney attended by a reputation for sudden and inventive violence. He had also exhibited a knack for locating those with whom he had business. “Took it how?” 
Ganche crossed corded arms across a broad chest. “I found him in an alley near the slider that comes from the spaceport. He was sitting against a wall, blurry eyed and cradling this in his arms. I reminded him that he owed me a substantial sum from a joint enterprise.” Like Imbry, Ganche regularly invested in highly profitable ventures whose details were known only to those directly involved in their execution. “I suggested that this object would settle the score. Then I took it.” 
Imbry's gaze returned to the glittering thing on the table. He was finding it difficult to look away. “And he was content with that?” 
Ganche's heavy lips took a reflective bend. “He made a noise or two, but nothing actionable. To put it all in a single word, he seemed... distracted. But, then, he has a fondness for Red Abandon and once he cracks a flask he does not leave it till it's drained. That may account for his mood. In any case, a scroot patrol picked him up shortly after.” 
“Hmm,” said Imbry. He again circled the table and examined the item. “It is inarguably beautiful,” he murmured. Indeed, beauty seemed almost too flimsy a word to fling around in its presence. It compelled the eyes. 
Imbry turned from the thing and found that it took an increased effort to do so. He took up the dark cloth in which Ganche had brought the object and covered its brightness. He kept seeing a ghost of its outline imprinted on the walls, as if it were the negative image of a bright light. 
“I've found it best not to stare at it too long,” said the big man. “But what on Old Earth is it?” 
“Certainly not of Old Earth,” Imbry said. “It's of ultraterrene origin. I'd lay a hept to a bent grimlet on that.” 
“Ramoulian often haunts the spaceport,” Ganche said, “in hopes of coming across baggage that is indifferently attended. He has been known to wear a cleaner's uniform. Or he inserts himself into a stream of disembarking passengers, playing the affable traveler. He strikes up a conversation with some offworlder and offers guidance. Then he leads the mark into a dark and out-of-the-way corner and relieves him of his burdens. Perhaps this was in someone's valise.” 
“Possibly,” said Imbry. “But why was Ramoulian languishing with his prize in an alley when the scroots were on the prowl?” 
“Again, Red Abandon?” 
“It has an unmistakable odor,” Imbry said. “Did he smell of it?” 
“Not that I noticed.” 
“Then I lean toward the notion that this object caused the distraction.” 
Ganche lifted up a corner of the covering cloth. “It does not affect me that strongly.” 
“Nor I,” said Imbry. “Perhaps Ramoulian was peculiarly susceptible. But the main question is: what is it?” 
“No,” said the other man, “the main question is: what is it worth? You are more knowledgeable than I in the buying and selling of art.” 
Imbry stroked his plump earlobe with a meditative finger. “I have no idea,” he said. “We will find out by offering it in auction to a carefully chosen group of buyers. My commission will be forty per cent.” 
“Fifteen,” said Ganche with a speed that was reflexive. They haggled a few more moments and settled on thirty per cent, which had been Imbry's intent. 
When they had executed the mutual motions of hand and arm by which such bargains were sealed, Imbry said, “I may consult an expert in ultraterrene artifacts.” 
“Discreetly,” Ganche said. 
“Of course.” There was another brief haggle and a flurry of gestures that decided how the expert's fee would be paid. 
“So you think it is, in fact, a manufactured item?” Ganche said. “I thought it might be of natural origin.” 
Imbry moved his large, round head in a gesture of indecision. He tucked the square of black cloth about the object then lifted it gently and deposited it in the capacious satchel he had brought with him. The thing was surprisingly heavy -- densely packed, he thought. He closed up the bag and activated the fastenings. The room seemed emptier now that the object was out of sight. 

# 

Imbry repaired to his operations center, a room in a nondescript house on a quiet street in a modest neighborhood. He traveled carefully, taking detours and laying false trails by entering public buildings that were busy with people, going in by the main doors then immediately departing by rear exits. 
Partly, this was habitual caution; a practitioner of Imbry's profession never knew when the scroots might have singled him out for pre-emptive surveillance. Lately, though, he had found himself caught up in a worrisome dispute with Alwinder Mudgeram, a man of blunt opinions and brutal instincts who was convinced that Luff Imbry owed him a substantial sum. The funds had been advanced toward a project that had not come to fruition. Unforeseen disappointments could blight any line of endeavor, Imbry had counseled Mudgeram, advising him to consider his lost capital a failed investment. But the investor preferred to see it as a debt to be repaid, and Mudgeram was renowned for collecting every groat due him. 
Secure in his operations center, Imbry had his integrator deploy a research and communications matrix that spent most of its time disguised as a piece of battered furniture. He removed the mysterious object from the satchel and unwrapped it, taking care to keep his eyes averted, and let the matrix's percepts scan it. Its effects upon him he found annoying, as if it were a spoiled child who kept tugging at his garment, insistently importuning him with, “Look at me! Look at me!” 
 As soon as it was scanned, he rewrapped and resatcheled the object, then placed it in a concealed locker beneath the floor of a closet that appeared to be stuffed with the kind of items one acquired at jumble sales. Some of the bric-a-brac had artfully concealed functions that would have drawn sharp attention from agents of the Archonate Bureau of Scrutiny. 
“Integrator,” he said. “Conduct a class-two inquiry as to nature and origins.” Imbry had designed his integrator, as he had designed the closet's false kitsch, to answer the special circumstances that often arose in the conduct of his business. What he called a class-two inquiry, for example, was not unlike an information search along Old Earth's connectivity grid that any citizen might undertake, except that Imbry's integrator could ease in and out of public data stores without being noticed. That was important when the whereabouts of an item being researched and valued was of interest to the scroots. 
The integrator hummed and fussed for several seconds. As he waited, Imbry was vexed to discover in himself a surprising urge to go to the closet and view the object. He got up and paced until his integrator reported that it had found no matches in publicly accessible records. 
“We will try private sources,” Imbry said. “Catalogs from dealers in ultraterrene artworks, both here and...,” he thought for a moment, then named the four planets along The Spray that were major nexi for trade in nonhuman artifacts and had offices on Old Earth where such catalogs would be found. “Plus any places where curios are discussed.” 
It took a little longer for his matrix to locate and insert itself unnoticeably into the private data stores, but again it came back with no solid results. “Nothing from the dealers. I have a partial match, though the correspondence is less than ten per cent,” his integrator said. 
“Show me.” 
The displayed image appeared in the air before him. It was a curved fragment, dark and stained, of something that had been broken. It superficially resembled the exterior of the object beneath the closet floor, except that its surface was not bright and glittering with points of diamond-hard light, nor did it shimmer with unnameable colors that ravished the eye. 
“What is it?” Imbry said. 
“It is tentatively identified as a fragment of the husk of a seed pod from an uncataloged world in the Back of Beyond,” the integrator said. “It may or may not have been part of some native art work. It was recovered from a ship hired by an artifact hunter from Popsy.” 
“What is Popsy?” 
“An odd little world far down The Spray. The hunter's name was Fallo Wickiram. He hired the ship on Bluepoint, and was last seen heading toward the gas cloud called the Lesser Dark. He apparently landed on a number of uncouth worlds, gathering such curiosities as appealed to his taste. At some point, the period of the ship's hire was up and, as programmed, it returned to Bluepoint on its own. Wickiram was not aboard and there was no indication as to what had become of him.” 
“What was the last world he visited?” Imbry said. 
“It has no name, and apparently no attractions, since the records show that almost no one ever goes there. Here are its coordinates.” The integrator produced a string of numbers and vectors. They meant nothing to Imbry. 
“How long ago did this occur?” he asked and learned that Wickiram had met his unknown fate several thousand years ago. Imbry thought about it for some moments, then said, “The information is of doubtful utility. Record it anyway, then let us press on.” 
The mention of a seed pod triggered a new line of inquiry. The integrator reviewed records of artworks and more commonplace items made from such materials up and down The Spray. Several more leads appeared but, upon investigation, led nowhere. Imbry poked about in other avenues that suggested themselves, including the itineraries of any ships that had recently put down at the Olkney spaceport. But any spaceship, whether liner, freighter or private yacht, stopped at so many worlds where they might connect to other worlds, that the object's possible routes to Old Earth were effectively infinite. 
Finally, he checked for reports of robbery or fraud concerning recent arrivals to Olkney but found none in the public media nor in the elements of the Bureau of Scrutiny's systems that he was able to access without detection. He concluded that if Chiz Ramoulian had acquired the object illicitly, the crime had gone either unreported or undiscovered. 
Imbry steepled his fingers and touched them to his uppermost chin and stood in thought for a long moment. Then he said, “Connect me to The Honorable Ilarios Warrigrove.” 
A few seconds passed while Imbry's integrator contacted its equivalent at the Warrigrove manse and protocols were exchanged. Then an aquiline face marked by lines of care appeared in the air before Imbry. “You have something?” he said, his languid voice unable completely to disguise a note of sharp interest. 
“Something I wish to have valued,” said Imbry. 
“And will it be available for private purchase?” 
“My plans have not yet assumed their final shape. At the moment, I'm considering an auction,” said Imbry, “but to a limited and discreet set of purchasers.” 
“What do you have?” 
“I will have to show it to you.” 
“Intriguing.” Warrigrove's expression showed an indolent mood, but Imbry's finely tuned eye detected a concealed underwash of excitement. “I am free for an hour.” 
“I'll be there shortly.” 
Imbry returned the room to its seeming unremarkableness and retrieved the object. Again he was irritated to experience an urge to take it from the satchel and gaze at its sparkles and flashes. He left the house and walked for several minutes, turning corners randomly, then hailed an aircar and had it take him to an specific corner on the other side of the city. Alighting there, he walked some more then took another aircar to within several streets of Warrigrove's manse and again took a circuitous route to the house's rear gate. The who's-there recognized him and admitted him to a walled and overgrown garden. 
On the far side of the untended greenery was a tumbledown antique gazebo, swarmed by thick growing vines which also concealed systems that ensured that any sight or sound encountered within its leafy confines would not carry beyond them. Imbry followed a flagstoned path to the structure, slipped within and found Ilarios Warrigrove seated on a cushioned chair of black iron behind a table of the same material, sipping from a tall thin glass filled with a pale yellow liquid. A carafe of the stuff and another glass stood on a tray before him. “Would you care to?” he said with a gesture that Imbry's eye noted was calculatedly relaxed. 
“Why not?” the fat man said. He raised the glass, paused but a moment to inhale its delicate bouquet then drained half of it at a gulp. “Excellent.” 
They exchanged the gestures and pleasantries suitable to a casual encounter and the time of day, but Imbry saw how Warrigrove's eyes kept flickering sideways to the satchel that hung from his unoccupied hand. The formalities accomplished, he placed the container on the table and withdrew its cloth-wrapped contents. 
“Someone has asked me to sell this,” he said and whisked away the covering. 
Warrigrove could not restrain an intake of breath. 
“You know what it is,” Imbry said. He was adept at reading micro-expressions and now saw Warrigrove consider then reject denial but opt for less than full disclosure, all in the time a tranquil man takes to blink. 
“I know what it might be,” he said. “I had heard -- only a rumor -- that such a thing might be on its way to Old Earth.” 
The aficionado spoke without taking his eyes from the scintillation. Imbry sensed that the man was unable to resist the attraction. For himself, he found that his annoyance at the object’s importuning made it easier to look away. “What is it?” he said. 
Imbry watched the patrician face closely while Warrigrove framed his answer, and was fairly sure that he was about to hear the truth. 
“A myth,” the man said, “or a chimera. An object of desire, longed for and sought after, though it may not truly exist.” 
The fat man made a gesture that expressed cynicism. “That sounds like precisely the kind of thing that a cunning forger would contrive to dangle before the avid appetite.” 
Warrigrove's eyes did not leave the object. “Well, you would know,” he said. 
Imbry acknowledged the truth of the observation. More than a few alleged masterworks that hung or stood or scampered in the palaces of wealthy collectors had come from his own hand, though they bore the signatures and sigils of bygone geniuses. 
“Indeed,” Warrigrove continued, “if it is a fraud, you are precisely the kind of person one might expect to arrive asking, eyes wide with innocence, just what it might be.” 
“Let us assume, for the moment,” Imbry said, “that my innocence is genuine and that the item is what it is supposed to be -- then what is it?” 
Warrigrove sighed. “You will think me needlessly obscure, but your question has no definite answer.” 
Imbry felt a twinge of annoyance. “We inhabit an impossibly ancient world,” he said. “Every question has long since been posed, in all its possible variants and permutations, and answered fully.” 
“That is supposedly the overarching reality of our age,” admitted Warrigrove. “But we may be dealing here with another reality.” 
“I am, as you have intimated, a manufacturer of 'other realities,'“ Imbry said. “Thus you may trust me when I tell you that no other reality exists.” 
“And yet you bring me this,” Warrigrove said. His long, pale fingers reached out and touched the thing on the table, stroked it then drew back. “You must leave it with me.” 
“No.” 
“I must study it.” 
Imbry said, “I intend to hold an auction. But if you'd care to waive your fee for this consultation, you can be among the bidders.” 
Warrigrove agreed with an alacrity that surprised Imbry. The fat man covered the object with the dark cloth, evoking a low moan from the aficionado, who blinked as if awakening from a dream then looked at Imbry with a puzzled expression. “You did that,” he said, “without effort. Does its glory not touch your inner being?” 
“I hope not,” said Imbry, “I prefer to be touched only at my own instigation. Now tell me what it is.” 
Warrigrove sighed. “It has had many names: the Grail Ultima, the Egg of First Innocence, the Eighth Path, the Supernal Radiance. Which do you prefer?” 
Imbry found none of them satisfying. All had the ring of empty syllables swirled about by vague associations, nebulous connotations. He didn't mind batting about such inflated insubstantiata when he had been the one to blow air into them, but to be on the receiving end of the “perfumed cloud” was aggravating. He again studied Warrigrove closely, but detected no intent to deceive. 
“Ambiguity will not serve,” he said. “If you can't give me more than a misty whiff of its nature, then tell me if it has a function: what does it do?” 
Warrigrove's brows rose and his lips pursed and Imbry could tell that his latest question was no more likely to receive a hard-edged answer than had its predecessors. “Anything and nothing,” the aficionado said. “Fulfill dreams, but only for those who take care not to awaken. Reveal mysteries, though the revelations are no less mysterious than what was hidden. Transform base dross into rare earth, at least in the eye of the beholder. This is something from beyond our mundane existence. It is like one of the wonders of our species' dawn time, when who could say what might lie beyond the familiar hills, and the mind spun tales of eldritch kingdoms and far off lands, upon which any fancy might be imposed.” 
Imbry put one plump palm against his forehead then drew it down his face, as if the action could wipe away a film that obscured his perceptions. “I will summarize,” he said. “We have an object whose existence to date has been mainly rumor; which comes from no one knows exactly where; whose nature and functions are, at best, untested; about which vague yet fabulous and mystical claims may be made. And, on top of all that, it may be merely a cunning forgery.” 
“You have it,” said Warrigrove. “Though I doubt it is a fake. It generates in me too profound a passion. Though I am puzzled by your ability to withstand its glamor.” 
“We are fashioned from different stuffs. It is why you collect and I deal.” 
“That may well be so. We come from different sides of a metaphysical divide. And each must pity the other.” 
“Let us leave our estimations of each other's character for another day,” said Imbry, “and concentrate on resolving this mystery.” 
“Very well. I will advance a theory: perhaps the myriad grails and will-o'-the-wisps that speckle the history of humanity have always been the same object. Say it is a fragment from a higher realm that somehow found its way into our base continuum -- an eternal, unchangeable shred of absolute beauty, that moves in mysterious ways from place to place and from time to time. Some of those who encounter it are transported by the revelation of a sphere of existence so much greater, so much finer than the dull swamp in which we grind out our little lives. Others receive the same knowledge but are merely annoyed.” 
Imbry made a tactless noise. “Have you spent much time on that theory?” 
“In truth,” said Warrigrove, “it came to me as I beheld the object.” 
“Indeed? So it is a touchstone for separating humanity into the high-minded and the prosaic?” 
“I would not put it that way, but it is not an inaccurate reflection of my idea.” 
“And you would include Chiz Ramoulian among the elevated?” 
“The Red Abandon addict?” Warrigrove tried to disguise his anxiety, but Imbry was a practiced listener. “Is he connected to this?” 
“He appears to have been as taken with it as you are.” 
Warrigrove attempted to affect nonchalance. “You would feel no need to mention my connection to this matter in Ramoulian's hearing?” 
“At present, he is dining with the Archon,” Imbry said, employing the common euphemism for those who were experiencing the unsought hospitality of the Archonate Bureau of Scrutiny. “I expect we will have this business concluded before they tip him back onto the streets.” 
“That is good,” said Warrigrove. 
“Indeed.” Imbry briskly abraded one plump palm against its brother. “Very well, let us defer questions of what and why and where. Let us instead deal with how much.” 
“Ah,” said Warrigrove, “on that score, feel free to let your imagination soar.” 

# 

Luff Imbry could scale the heights of passion when entertaining the prospect of his own enrichment. He believed that life, at least his life, was not meant to be an exercise in self-stinting. As he made his way from Warrigrove's, satchel in hand, he allowed himself to indulge in some pleasantly fanciful speculations as to just how much fatter the mysterious object might make his purse. Thus distracted he failed to notice the sleek black volante that was shadowing him at rooftop height on a tranquil residential street until it silently dropped to block his way. The dark hemisphere of energy that shielded its passenger compartment was extinguished and Imbry found himself under the hard stare of Alwinder Mudgeram. 
“I have been looking for you,” Mudgeram said. “I have left messages.” 
“I do not seem to have received them.” 
The aircar's operator's door opened and out stepped a man almost as large as Dain Ganche, with a tattooed face and shoulders like small hills. 
“Good day, Ip,” said Imbry. Everyone always greeted Mudgeram's assistant with studied politeness, although Imbry had never heard of anyone's having received more than a silent nod in acknowledgement. 
“Let me offer you a ride,” Mudgeram said and gestured to the empty seat beside him. 
Ip reached for Imbry's arm with a hand whose fingers had been augmented with subtle but strong components. His grip caused the limb to go numb, as the fat man was half lifted into the vehicle. The energy dome reestablished itself and Imbry felt the seat cushion push against him as they went aloft. 
“There is this matter of the funds I advanced you,” said Mudgeram. “I was promised a profit to make the senses swim; instead, I suffered a complete loss.” 
“There were risks to the venture. They were disclosed.” 
“I remember a brief allusion to a remote possibility. Much more attention was devoted to the expected windfall. Pictures were painted, vistas laid out, all bedecked with boundless gain.” 
“Without enthusiasm, there would be no ventures at all.” 
“I have developed a new enthusiasm,” Mudgeram said. “I now pursue grim satisfaction with the same zeal I formerly reserved for your scheme.” 
“That may be not good for you,” Imbry said. 
“It will definitely be 'not good' for some.” 
They had flown high above the city, heading west, and now cruised high above the chill waters of Mornedy Sound. The wave rippled surface far below resembled the wrinkled hide of some great cold-blooded beast. Mudgeram invited his passenger to look down and envision a sequence of events that would end with Imbry entering the sea at high speed. 
“Your funds went to acquire necessary materials for the plan,” Imbry said. He had purchased minor artworks dating from the antique period in which his intended forgery would appear to have been created. The purchased works were broken down into their constituent elements, then reordered into a painting in the style of Bazieri, a grandmaster of the same age whose lifetime oeuvre had been scant. A newly discovered work by the ancient artist would have drawn collectors from at least thirty of the Ten Thousand Worlds along The Spray, each trailing funds like a pecuniary comet. 
“Who could have foreseen that a vault full of unknown Bazieris would turn up in an attic?” It turned out that the artist had for years paid his rent with masterpieces that to the landlord were no more than pleasant daubs. By the time Bazieri's genius was recognized, both landlord and tenant were dust and the works long forgotten in a boarded up cockloft. They were discovered and emerged onto the market just as Imbry prepared to go forward with his fake; prices collapsed, leaving his forged work worth less than the cost of its ingredients. 
“I have heard all of this before,” Mudgeram said. “It puts no hepts in my pocket.” 
“Just as there are none in mine at the moment,” Imbry said. “Pickings have lately been slim.” 
Mudgeram rubbed the blue stubble that always shaded his jaw. “I will forgo the profits that never came,” he said. “But I will either have back my investment or take my satisfaction in other ways.” 
“What ways?” 
“A number of people have reason to feel that Luff Imbry has had a deleterious effect on the smooth passage of their lives. I will auction you to them. I might yet make a profit on our association.” 
Imbry thought of some of those who would hasten to attend such an auction, and pay gladly for the opportunity to carry him off in restraints to some remote location where they would not be interrupted. “I do have one excellent prospect,” he said. 
“Now would be a good time to tell me about it,” Mudgeram said. 
“I will do better. I will show you.” 
Imbry opened the satchel and peeled back some of the cloth, enough to let the object's effulgence show. He saw Alwinder Mudgeram's eyes light up with the same mixture of appetite and dreaminess that had affected Warrigrove and, he presumed, Ramoulian. When he glanced Ip's way he saw no overt expression, but the bodyguard's eyes slitted as if what he saw brought discomfort. 
Imbry replaced the cloth and resealed the satchel. Mudgeram returned to the mundane. “What is it?” he said. 
“That remains undetermined,” Imbry said. “But it is the property of Dain Ganche, who has asked me to auction it for him. Ilarios Warrigrove will be one of the bidders.” He saw no need to mention Chiz Ramoulian. 
Mudgeram's face was not hard to read. Imbry watched the evidence of the man's thoughts as he processed the knowledge that Ganche was involved and came to a decision. “Warrigrove has just acquired a competitor,” he said, then added, “Ip, home.” 
As the car banked and headed back toward Olkney, Mudgeram invited Imbry to stay at his house in town, a dour mansion on the Boulevard of Seven Graces. Imbry saw no way to decline. 

# 

It was decided that the auction would be held in a second-story salon whose heavily defended windows overlooked the private garden at the rear of Mudgeram's house. The date was set for three nights later. Imbry's had Mudgeram's integrator connect him to his own assistant and between them they developed a list of five more collectors who would have both an interest in acquiring the object and the wealth to meet or exceed the exorbitant reserve price Imbry decided was warranted. 
On the designated night, each bidder arrived independently, to be met in the mansion's atrium entrance where Ip relieved them of any weapons or inquisitive devices that might compromise their host's privacy. Some had brought hangers-on and these were shown to a waiting room and offered refreshments while their employers were led through the house to the site of the auction. 
Besides Warrigrove, Imbry had also had dealings with four of the other bidders, and knew the remaining collector by reputation. They made small talk until Dain Ganche arrived, nodding to Alwinder Mudgeram and declining to give up his personal weapon, a medium-powered shocker. At that point, Imbry invited them to take seats in a semicircle of comfortable chairs that faced a long, ornately carved table. On its polished surface stood a portable lectern, before which rested the object beneath its cloth. 
When Imbry took his place behind the lectern, his view of the object was blocked. He preferred not to be distracted by its insistent brilliance. Now the room settled into expectation. Ip positioned himself in a corner from which he had an unobstructed view of the proceedings, while Ganche took the chair closest to the barred windows. 
“Honorables and distinctions,” Imbry said, “we are gathered to decide the ownership of an article that may well be the only one of its kind in all the Ten Thousand Worlds. If there is another like it, its possessor has not made its existence known. The vendor, Dain Ganche, has set a reserve price,” -- Imbry named an astronomical sum, but the number caused not so much as an eye to blink among the bidders -- “so we will start the bidding there. Let us begin by viewing the item.” 
With that he reached over the lectern, felt around for the heavy cloth and whisked it away. He heard the sibilant, simultaneous intakes of breath by those seated before him. After a few heartbeats, Ganche and Ip were able to tear their gazes away from the object, Imbry noted. Alwinder Mudgeram sat as if entranced, his eyes wide and softened as their pupils expanded until not even the thinnest rim of iris showed. 
After a short while, Imbry reached forward with the cloth and covered the glitter again. “Bids, please,” he said. 
A collective moan of disappointment met Imbry's ears, then a cacophony of voices, strained and acquisitive. The collectors were on their feet, joined by Mudgeram, their faces distorted and their gestures emphatic as they bid and outbid. The reserve price was soon a fading memory as the contenders piled fortune upon fortune. As he continued to field the bids, Imbry looked to the side and saw Ganche's thick lips open in an astonishment that the fat man could appreciate: the vendor would leave here tonight wealthy enough to enter the magnate class. Imbry's own thirty per cent would make him one of the wealthiest criminals of Olkney. 
The bidding had reached a feverish phase. Two of the collectors, the bids having surpassed their capacity, had subsided into their seats. One of them, a sturdy man with a square face and close cropped hair, sat slumped and quietly weeping. Imbry noticed that Mudgeram, too, had ceased to bid. He was sending Ip a meaningful look that the bodyguard was silently answering with raised eyebrows and a slight squint in one eye that said: Are you sure? 
Now Mudgeram's face signaled back certainty and Imbry saw Ip's hand slip into a fold in his upper garment and begin to re-emerge with something dark in his grip. The fat man reached across the lectern and yanked the cloth free of the object. Once more a silence fell over the room as all eyes but Imbry's were drawn to the item. He heard a sob from the square-faced man. 
The forger waited for Dain Ganche to pull his eyes away and when the man's gaze lifted to Imbry the fat man gestured with chin and eyes toward Mudgeram's bodyguard. Ip had also managed to look away from the glittering prize, but stood blinking, his mind not yet fully returned to the business at hand -- specifically that his employer expected him to use the weapon he held forgotten in his hand. Ganche's face hardened. He rose to his feet with a surprising swiftness for a man of his size and drew his shocker. 
“Warning!” said the house integrator. “An inbound vehicle approaches at high . . .” The rest of its announcement was submerged by the sounds from outside: the blare of a klaxon, the thrum of a heavy motor and the almost infrasonic vibration of an automatic ison cannon firing from the roof. At the same time the house's rear garden lit up in a blaze of illumination from high intensity lumens. 
Imbry looked toward the glare just in time to see a heavy cargo carrier descend at speed, graze the top of the outer wall and hurtle toward the barred windows. Successive hits from the ison cannon caused sparks to coruscate from its frontwork and turned the operator's compartment into dripping, incandescent slag but did nothing to deter the vehicle's momentum. 
Imbry reflexively ducked behind the table as the carrier smashed into the window's grillwork amid an immensity of sound. He heard but did not see the bars shatter and tear loose from their footings, and the unbreakable panes whizzing through the room like shrapnel. The only exit was in the wall opposite the windows and he stayed low and crawled that way along the length of the table before rising up to search out a clear path to safety. 
There was none. He saw Alwinder Mudgeram, blood smearing his face from a gash in his forehead, squatting to provide the smallest possible target while exiting through the door. Ip, unscathed and now fully alert, covered his employer's retreat, energy pistol in hand. Imbry looked toward the windows and saw that the space they had once occupied was now filled by the cargo vehicle, most of which had battered its way into the room. The front end, hissing and radiating a fierce heat, had landed on Dain Ganche and Ilarios Warrigrove, raising a nauseating smoke and permanently canceling any and all plans they might have had. The square-faced man had also shed his last tear, and those of the other bidders who were not severely injured were deep in shock. 
Imbry found himself torn between an urge to flee and the inclination to secure the priceless subject of the auction. Miraculously, it sat undisturbed on the table which itself had been unaffected by the carrier's sudden entry. Since no further danger presented itself, the fat man decided to delay departure long enough to recover the shining object. But as he replaced the dark cloth over its brilliance and prepared to lift it, he heard a discreet cough. 
Ip now stood in the doorway, his weapon aimed at Imbry. The bodyguard cocked his head in a clear signal that the forger was to bring the object in no other direction than that in which Mudgeram had gone. Imbry arranged his face and hands in a combination that indicated nothing else was on his mind. He reached again for the object but froze at the sound of a loud crack! A side panel broke partly free of the carrier, impelled from within. A second kick sent the thin material flying and out of the hole stepped Chiz Ramoulian, obsession in his eyes and a long, dark disorganizer in his hands. 
For the second time in moments Imbry experienced the chill of finding a weapon pointed his way. He backed away, offering placating gestures, but Ramoulian had clearly not come in search of mollification. Imbry saw the man's thumb slide over to the disorganizer's activation stud. 
The zivv of Ip's energy pistol was loud in the room. Ramoulian's head lost definition and became first a glowing orb, then a lump of smoldering black stuff that held its shape for only a moment longer before crumbling and following his collapsing body to the littered floor. 
Ip again brought his weapon to bear on Imbry, the fingers of his other hand beckoning. The fat man took up the object, snugged the cloth around it and went where he was bid. They passed along corridors and through a number of imposing doors until they came to a fortified room in which Alwinder Mudgeram had sequestered himself. 
When Ip reported the events concerning Ramoulian and declared the situation secure, Mudgeram emerged from his redoubt. The room's facilities had sealed the wound in his forehead but the blood still stained his face. Without a word, he took the object from Imbry's hands. 
“If you are feeling well enough,” Imbry said, “we should discuss my compensation.” 
“I am feeling adequate,” Mudgeram said, “but I am not aware that you are due anything.” 
“I recall the bidding,” Imbry said and named the gargantuan sum that had been the last bid offered. “Then Ramoulian interrupted. I was to receive a thirty per cent commission.” 
Mudgeram tucked the object securely under his arm. “I remember a different series of events. As the bidding intensified, the auctioneer uncovered the object and distracted the bidders. Then Ramoulian entered. Were these two events coincidental?” 
“Entirely,” Imbry said. 
“Hmm,” said Mudgeram. “In any case, matters have now marched off in a new direction. The vendor who promised to pay your commission has instead passed permanently beyond buying and selling. Indeed, he has expired without known heirs, carelessly leaving his former possession unattended on another's property. Where it is now seized under the rule of evident domain.” 
“Should that not be eminent domain?” Imbry said, but Mudgeram had Ip show the fat man his “evidence.” 
After Ip had flourished his weapon under Imbry's nose, the forger said, “What about the others?” 
Mudgeram gave the matter some brief thought then explained that the bidders had, albeit unwillingly, become participants in a matter that could not be allowed to come to the attention of the Bureau of Scrutiny. Mudgeram would summon discreet helpers who would remove all traces of the incident. “Regrettably,” he continued, “my guests have to be included among those 'traces.' If questioned, they might give answers that must inevitably lead to further intrusions into my affairs by the scroots. It is better for all concerned if we simply seal off those avenues of inquiry before they are opened.” 
There was a silence then Imbry said, “What of me?” 
Mudgeram gave the forger a look in which Imbry felt himself weighed and subjected to some internal calculation. “You and I may do business again some day. Thus, once matters are tidied up you may leave.” 
“And the object? There could be other bidders.” 
“I have developed an attachment to it,” Mudgeram said. “It will remain with me.” He paused and again Imbry sensed the workings of some inner arithmetic. “But, in recompense for your efforts, I will freely cancel the debt you owe me from the Bazieri affair.” 
Mudgeram inclined his head and smiled in a manner that assured Imbry that he need not thank his benefactor. 

# 

The moment Imbry returned to his operations center, his integrator sought his attention. It referred him to the research and communications matrix. “More information has accrued in regard to criminality at the spaceport,” it said. 

Imbry sat in the matrix's chair. “The matter is now moot, but tell me.” 
“A private space yacht owned by a wealthy offworlder named Catterpaul stayed in a berth beyond the time its owner had contracted for. When port officials investigated, they found the man dead in the main saloon. His possessions appeared to have been rifled.” 
“Ramoulian,” said Imbry. 
“Likely so. Here is the interesting part: Catterpaul was a dilettante who poked about the far edges of The Spray, collecting oddments and curios. Some of his poking occurred in and around the Lesser Dark.” 
“Ah,” said Imbry. 
The integrator continued, “Someone had winnowed the cargo. Some small but valuable pieces had been placed on the floor, as if sorted for removal. But the only item taken is described in Catterpaul's notes as: 'seed pod, immature, northern continent, unnamed world.'“ 
The coordinates were the same as those of the planet visited thousands of years ago by Fallo Wickiram. Imbry called up the rest of the information and perused it thoughtfully. “Well, there it is,” he said. “The object is some kind of ultraterrene vegetative life form, unclassified, nature unknown. Catterpaul left it in the cargo area to ripen, with the intent of planting it in his garden when he returned to his house on Bodeen's World.” 
“It would seem that it can telepathically manipulate persons who come within range,” said the integrator. 
“In order to spread itself,” Imbry concurred. “Its 'grailness' is thus no more mystical than a burr's hooks. It stimulates the passerby's senses, creating an illusion of supernal beauty. The hapless dupe carries it away. By the time the effect wears off the seed is far from home. The mark, finding that he has been used by a mindless vegetable, throws the thing away and it takes root.” 
He had the integrator display the scan it had taken of the object. The image that appeared on the screen showed no illusion of brilliant glory, only a dark green globe with a pale, rootlike tendril emerging. Imbry thought of Mudgeram's inevitable surprise and chuckled. 

# 

Some days later, Imbry sat once more in a room at Bolly's Snug. He was expecting a visitor who wished to consult with him about acquiring a gilded icon declared by its provenance to date from the Eighteenth Aeon, but which, Imbry had it on unshakeable authority, dated from no earlier than the previous two weeks. 
But when the door opened, it was Ip who entered and gestured meaningfully for Imbry to accompany him. They left by an unmarked exit to find an aircar waiting in the alley behind the tavern. They flew without conversation to Alwinder Mudgeram's house. Imbry was shown to a parlor just off the main foyer. Ip indicated that he might take refreshment from the dispenser then departed. Imbry poured himself a glass of Phalum, sat and sipped. He rehearsed what he would say to defuse Mudgeram's disappointment. 
The door opened and he looked up expectantly, but again it was Ip who filled the doorway. In his arms was the kind of disposable carton in which goods were shipped. He placed it on a low table before Imbry and said, “What will these bring?” 
The fat man set down his wine and inspected the box's contents. Some of the items were bric-a-brac. Some were of great value. Two were priceless. He sorted them into categories and gave estimates. 
Ip pulled at his lower lip. Imbry was astounded to see anxiety on the bodyguard's face but managed to keep his surprise from showing. Could Mudgeram's affairs have taken a precipitous downturn? 
The bodyguard spoke again. “What would your commission be?” 
“For these, thirty per cent, for the others, twenty.” 
Ip nodded. “Done,” he said. 
Imbry looked around. “Does Mudgeram watch us from a distance?” 
For a moment, the fat man thought to see a trace of an ironic smile touch the impassive features. “Possibly,” Ip said, “though that would be quite some distance.” 
“Something has happened to him?” Imbry said. 
Ip began replacing the objects in the carton. “Oh, yes.” 
The tip of Imbry's tongue touched his upper lip. “There are items of considerable value throughout the house,” he said. 
Again, he thought to see the faintest tinge of a smile. “You are welcome to them,” Ip said. He gestured to the door. 
“Will not the integrator prevent my taking them?” 
Ip indicated that the likelihood was remote. 
Intrigued, Imbry rose and went out into the foyer. Several doors led out of the atrium, all of them closed. Imbry paused to evaluate the situation. He turned to find that Ip had joined him from the parlor, placing the box of treasures near the front door. Now Imbry noticed that next to the box was a device that would function as a portable armature into which the house integrator could be decanted for travel. 
The bodyguard indicated the closed doors. “Choose,” he said. 
Imbry inspected the nearest door. Its panels seemed to bulge slightly. He mentioned this to Ip and the bodyguard moved his head in a subtle manner that discouraged the fat man from reaching for the opener. Imbry gestured to the next door and receiving a less unequivocal signal from the silent bodyguard, he crossed to the portal and eased it ajar. 
Beyond lay darkness. Imbry could not tell if he stood before a room or a corridor, because the moment he opened the door, a restless rustling filled his ears and the doorway was filled by a writhing mass of tuberous vines, fleshy and thick as his wrist, from which spouted glossy dark leaves and fibrous, coiled tendrils that immediately unwound and began to sample the air as if sensing his presence. 
Imbry closed the door. A few of the tendrils remained caught in the jamb and one of them wriggled from beneath the lintel. Ip drew his energy pistol and carefully burned each to ashes. 
“So Mudgeram planted it,” Imbry said. 
“It planted itself,” said Ip. 
An image floated up in Imbry's mind. He remembered Ganche's description of finding Ramoulian curled around the object, dazed as if fuddled by Red Abandon. To Ip he said, “Before you decant the integrator, ask it to display Alwinder Mudgeram.” 
“You are not the kind to be haunted by frightful memories?” the bodyguard said. When Imbry said he was not the man instructed the integrator to show the image. 
A screen appeared in the air, filled with a murky scene. Imbry saw darkly veined vines, wider in cross section than his own well fleshed thighs, choking a room that by its furnishings he took to be a sleeping chamber. At first the view, seen from a percept on the ceiling, was a chaos of interwoven vegetation: the fat creepers had crossed and wound about each other as they had grown in search of exit through the doors and windows. 
Then Imbry imposed mental order on the snarl, perceiving how the different vines all proceeded from a common location. Beneath the densest tangle, where the lianas were thickest, he caught glimpses of lush bedcovers. Then he saw something else. 
He instructed the integrator to narrow the focus and magnify. The image enlarged upon the screen: a hand spread across a piece of curved dark object, which resolved itself into a fragment of a husk, much like that which had been found in the ship rented by Fallo Wickiram that had returned without him. The hand was withered like a worn out glove, empty of all but its skin and fragile bones. Above it was what remained of a face. 
“Ah,” said Imbry. After a moment he told the integrator, “You may remove the screen.” 
He took up the carton from beside the door while Ip finished preparing the integrator for departure. Mudgeram's black volante hovered outside. They boarded the aircar and went aloft. 
The flew in silence for a little while, then Imbry said, “Warrigrove made a perceptive comment. We had noted that the object's glamor stirred a breathless passion in some -- like him and Ramoulian and Mudgeram -- but evoked only irritation in more earthbound fellows like you and me. He said that each side of the dichotomy must pity the other.” 
Ip's face remained impassive. He activated Mudgeram's integrator and issued an instruction. Intense light flashed from somewhere behind them, then faded even before the volante's canopy could darken. A moment later, the vehicle was rocked by a pressure wave.
“Is it pity that you feel for Alwinder Mudgeram?” Ip asked. 
“No,” said Imbry, “not pity.” 
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