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What Luff Imbry best liked about Quirks, beyond what emerged from the club's magnificent kitchens, was that it left its members alone. The members not only appreciated this virtue but, in turn, practiced it amongst themselves. If a senior denizen chanced to expire in the sitting room, as did happen occasionally, his corpse remained undisturbed in one of the overstuffed armchairs until his changing condition became apparent even at a distance. 
It was possible for the hours Imbry spent in the dining or reading rooms to aggregate eventually into years without his ever being afflicted by unwanted conversation, let alone intrusive queries about how he might have happened to acquire the considerable funds it took to settle Quirks's annual fee. He had made a lifelong habit of avoiding such questions, not merely from principle but guided by the practical rationale that answering them honestly would have earned him a lengthy term in the Archonate's contemplarium. 
As one of the ancient city of Olkney's most accomplished criminals, Imbry's existence alternated between two phases, one relatively short and the other long. In the shorter periods, he undertook operations requiring rigorous planning that culminated in swift and decisive action carried out with clear-eyed attention to detail and no small degree of courage. During the long and leisurely second phase, he spent the lavish proceeds of the first, much of the expenditure going toward things that tasted wonderful and digested well. 
In his young adulthood, he had often dwelled upon the unexpected directions in which life had taken him. Now, approaching middle age, with the years contributing depth to his experience and width to his waistline, he occupied himself less and less with why? and more and more with how? and especially how much? 
Thus he was startled at his own unconscious reaction when, at ease in the Quirks reading room, idly perusing the columns of the Olkney Implicator, his eye fell upon a small item on an inside page. Suddenly, the chair's embrace was no longer restful, the anticipation of a superb dinner no longer a pleasant tug at his innards. He straightened up and spoke to the club's integrator. 
Imbry was only just launched upon his latest period of leisure, one that had promised to extend several months, so profitable had been the most recent of what he liked to call his “exercises.” He had resolved a thousand-year-old dispute between two disputing factions of a mystery cult, each of which claimed rights of precedence over certain mementos of the long dead prophet that both revered. His strategy had been to steal the venerated items then cause them to reappear suddenly during a contentious synod of the mystics. The manner of the revelation indicated that the objects' physical nature had been reabsorbed into the spiritual body of the cult's beatified founder. This epiphany opened up grand new vistas of doctrinal disagreements for the faithful to argue over, and scarcely had Imbry's pyrotechnics faded before they fell to the business with the fierce joy that only the holiest of acrimonies can provide. 
In reality, Imbry had sold the bits of bone and gristled flesh to a competing cult. He suspected that their new owners undoubtedly intended to visit unsavory indignities on the purloined relics, perhaps even to reanimate an avatar of the prophet and use the poor old sage for unspeakable purposes, but his conscience was eased by the ridiculously large amount he was paid. 
Imbry had moved into a suite at Quirks for an extended stay. He meant to treat himself to its paramount chef's most renowned gustatory speciality: the Progress of Amplitude, a succession of spectacular meals spread over several weeks, climaxing in the belly-straining feast known simply as the Mortality. Yet, though he had reached only the stage called the Lesser Enlargement, the moment Imbry saw the few paragraphs in the Implicator, he told the club's integrator to cancel the rest of the series. 
“Chef will be discomfited,” said the device's bloodless voice. 
“It cannot be avoided,” Imbry said. 
“He will view it as a reproof. His nature does not allow him to take criticism gladly.” 
Imbry remembered the luncheon at which a notoriously cantankerous member named Auzwol Lameney had sent back a bowl of the chef's Seven Spice Soup, claiming it was defective in piquancy. He shuddered at the recollection of how Lameney had soon after been led from the dining room, eyes and nose streaming, inarticulate apologies blubbering through blistered lips. 
“I understand,” Imbry said, “but nonetheless.” He bid the integrator book him a first-class passage on the next liner leaving for Winskill, a planet more than halfway down The Spray. When the device reported back that he was expected on the Vallorion and that it would lift off from Olkney's spaceport in two hours, Imbry rose to depart. But before leaving the reading room, he carefully tore from the Implicator the item that had caught his attention. He read it once more, then placed it in his wallet. 

# 

As a little boy, Imbry found himself consigned to the care of two aged aunts who met any questions as to where his parents might be with evasive replies and offers of cake. The cake was always very good, but the child did not fit smoothly into their household, which was organized around practiced routines and a great deal of quiet. As soon as he reached an age at which education seemed to offer benefits for all concerned, he was packed off to Habrey's, a residential school run by a philosophical society whose primary tenets descried merit in self-denial and strenuous physical activity. 
The young Imbry, though his opinions were still largely unformed, was soon able to reach a conclusive judgment as to the merits of the school's regimen. Within days of his arrival, he took forthright action to separate himself from the place, but his aunts just as resolutely returned him to its cloister. They brought him to understand that the time of their close association had come to an unalterable end. They did, however, pack a plum-rich cake for Imbry to take with him. 
Habrey's had a complete staff, many of them well qualified to instruct children, or at least to govern them effectively while they learned at whatever pace suited their natures. But the true core of the school's mode of operations was its integrator, a device of such antiquity that it had acquired that subtlety of intellect that is often difficult to distinguish from madness. Its dicta were sometimes obscure and, in those cases, could be circumnavigated, but experience had long since taught Habreyites that to ignore its expressed wishes was to tempt an unfortunate outcome. 
Thus when the integrator assigned Luff Imbry to share a small room with Hop Mizzerin, the latter's shrill complaints that he had not come halfway down The Spray for his schooling only to be confined with a ragamuffin noncome went unrewarded. Imbry might have voiced an even bitterer grievance, once he discovered just how unsatisfactory a roommate Mizzerin made, but he already understood that no heed would be taken. 
They settled in. Mizzerin was older and larger than Imbry. He had come into existence equipped with an aggressive disposition that had been sharpened by an infancy in which he grew accustomed to having his wishes fulfilled. Being caged against his inclinations with a social inferior, especially a younger and smaller one, could not bring out the best in him, even though his best was well down the scale of human empathy. 
He drew a line across the floor, separating the room into two territories. Imbry said, “The portions are unequal.” 
Mizzerin's response was nonverbal. It left Imbry with a swollen cheek and a discolored lower eyelid. The younger boy discussed the matter with the Habrey's integrator but its only response was to relate an obscure story about two beasts of dissimilar natures that had to share a forest. Imbry was too upset to recall much of the detail or even the moral of the tale. 
The bully then tried to make Imbry his lackey. He expressed demands and issued instructions, reinforced by physical means. Unable to defeat Mizzerin breast to breast, the younger boy found that he had an ally in his intellect, which was both broader and deeper than the would-be tyrant's. He did the chores that were thrust upon him, but did them badly and endured the punishments that ensued. 
In time, Mizzerin grew tired of being brought burned soup or smudged shirts and paid one of the school's servants to undertake these tasks. Imbry's burden lightened, but he remained the butt of the older boy's verbal barbs; though these were not sharpened by much wit, they were honed by Mizzerin's innate viciousness. 
In time, however, they came to ignore each other. Mizzerin's interests lay in sports and games of chance, while Imbry was drawn into the pursuits of the mind. He discovered that he had a good eye for line and form and could produce creditable drawings after only a minimal instruction in technique. He also became adept in analyzing logical constructs and showed a flair for being able to isolate telling details that illuminated complex situations. 
His work brought him notice from the senior staff and it was decided to offer him sections of the Class A curriculum, even though his aunts had only paid for the B. Habrey's observed a tradition of acquiring its faculty from within, the governing board seeing no purpose in watching its most brightly plumaged birds fly off to adorn other nests. But scarcely had Imbry been introduced to the study of elemental consistencies and asymmetrical persuasion than the incident of the tote burst over his head. 
Imbry was in a sketching class, one of his favorites, rendering a complex still life in pastel shades, when the integrator summoned him to the proctor's office. The official regarded the boy from the other side of a desk strewn with notebooks containing columns of figures and tables of odds and permutations. After a lengthy silence, the proctor said, in his least compromising voice, “What are these?” 
Imbry looked at the materials and said, “I do not know.” 
The proctor's brow compressed. “They are the records of a betting system based on intramural competitions within the school.” 
Imbry spread his hands. “I know nothing of such matters.” 
“Worse, they indicate that several competitions have somehow been interfered with, so that the owner of this betting system may be enriched.” 
“I know nothing,” Imbry could only repeat. 
“They were found in your room.” 
“It is not only my room,” Imbry said. 
“They were found between your mattress and the struts.” 
To that, Imbry could make no answer but the truth. He did not know what the things were nor how they came to be in his bed. He suggested that some of the letters and figures were so ill formed that they might be the product of Hop Mizzerin's penmanship. 
Mizzerin was summoned and questioned but denied all knowledge. Pressed, he argued that his allowance was so substantial that he had no need to go to all the trouble of operating a tote and rigging sporting events. “What is my motivation?” he said. 
Imbry would have suggested an intrinsic maleficence but his opinion was not sought. He steadfastly maintained his innocence. 
The proctor's face grew long from stroking and tugging at his chin beard. Finally, he said, “The preponderance of evidence points to Luff Imbry. He will be sent off.” 
Imbry protested to his tutors. Three of them made representations on his behalf only to meet rebuffs, but the proctor quietly divulged to them a relevant issue: Hop Mizzerin had come to Old Earth from Winskill, where his father was not only socially prominent but a leading member of the thagonist caste. Its tenets required him to receive any slight, real or perceived, against a child of his household as equivalent to a slur upon his own honor. There could be no answer but blood. 
“Apparently, young Hop stirred up disaffection at a number of institutes on Bowdrey's World, to whose schools the elite of Winskill usually send their progeny,” the proctor informed the tutors. “The father was required to meet four principals and two head teachers, resulting in five deaths and a maiming. It was felt that the boy was less likely to cause offense on Old Earth, since both the Winskillers and the Bowdreyites consider us lackadaisical.” 
“So if we expel Mizzerin,” said Imbry's art tutor, a slim man with delicate hands, “a sword wielding moustacho will come to fillet us in the outer quad?” 
“It is quite likely,” said the proctor. “The situation will ease once the boy reaches the age of fourteen; thereafter, his honor is his own concern and we can send him back.” 
Imbry was transferred to another school, where standards were less exacting. He arrived under a cloud and was not made overly welcome. Before departing Habrey's, however, he asked for and was given the materials that had been found under his bed. 
“Why do you want them?” said the integrator. 
“They are supposed to be mine,” the boy said. “Besides, if I'm to be unjustly punished, I should at least know what I am suffering for.” 
The integrator said, “Consider the Brashein Monument.” 
Imbry was familiar with the celebrated statue of the conqueror Ordelam Brashein that stood in a dusty square not far from the school. Seen from one angle, it represented a proud victor bedecked in laurels. From a different vantage, another image emerged: that of a vainglorious fool. 
“You're saying that justice is distinguished from injustice by the angle from which it is viewed?” 
“Am I?” said the integrator. But it supplied Imbry with the records and charts of Mizzerin's tote and the ratios he employed to wring a profit from his bettors. Imbry studied the materials in the chilly dormitory of his new school, saw the patterns and opportunities inherent in the system, and how it could be adapted to the sporting life that was such an important part of education. 
Hop Mizzerin had been unable to command a sophisticated understanding of the elegance with which the matrix of odds and permutations could be arranged. He had clumsily cheated his fellow students, out of a perverse delight in taking advantage. Imbry brought more insight to the complexity of the system and when he felt himself the master of its ins and outs he applied it to his new surroundings. In a little while he was doing quite well, and after another little while he did even better. He also received more than simple profit, carving for himself a unique niche within the culture that surrounded him. After a year or so, he fitted that niche without chafing. 

# 

Winskill was a stark planet, a dry world of gritty deserts and jagged mountains, shrunken seas and narrow rivers. It offered few graces and even less forgiveness, and those who had come to settle it had grown to be like their world. Winskillers were a hard and uncompromising people, living in scattered towns whose livelihoods depended on the discovery and export of rare crystals occasionally exposed by the constant winds. A handful of villages had grown up around remote communities of contemplatives who found the harsh conditions a useful insulation: few visitors arrived to disturb their meditations. 
In most parts of the planet, one day was much like any other, except during Regatta Week. Then, for eight days, a large portion of the scant population descended on the town of Jant, in the center of Northern Continent near the thirtieth parallel, to compete in the jib races, or to bet on their outcomes. Streams of high-grade crystals passed from one purse to another as the results of the preliminary races came in. By the time the Final Four were flying across the dead level salt flats that extended in all directions from Jant, fortunes were on the line. 
A jib was a lightweight windsailing craft. It consisted of a narrow board from which arose a thin, whip-like mast that supported a triangular sail braced on the bottom by a movable boom. At first glance, it seemed a simple construct, but considerable ingenuity had been applied to its design and development. The sail was made of an ultra-thin laminate shot through with narrow tubes called spiracules that connected to the boom. The boom, too, was hollow, as was the mast, which fed into a dense network of more spiracules in the board that was the craft's hull. 
All of these conduits were precisely arranged to capture the wind striking the sail and to propel some of its energy downwards, creating a cushion of air beneath the board on which the operator stood. The rest of the wind's power was used to propel the craft forward. By judiciously varying the angle at which the wind encountered the sail, combined with the tilt of the board's nose relative to the horizon, a skilled jib sailor could maximize both the uplift of the ground effect and the forward motion of the whole assemblage. 
The finest racers at the Jant Regatta could induce their jibs to eye-watering speeds across the vast and level salt flats. They were undeterred by potentially lethal danger, though horrific tumbles were not unknown, the hardpan surface being as unforgiving to human skin and bone as the Winskillers were to anyone who applied unfair modifications to a racing craft. For such crimes as incorporating into a jib's hull a gravity obviator or an energy field to lower wind resistance, the punishment was to be “set free” in the desert, a long way from water or shade. 

# 

Luff Imbry alighted at the spaceport at Cheff on the Brass Coast, the nearest city to Jant. He hired an aircar and trusted it to find its way across the barren landscape. It set him down beside the main gate of the tent city that annually sprang up for the Regatta and, before flying back to its base, advised him on the available lodgings. He found acceptable accommodation at the Blackrock Inn's temporary regatta annex. This was a collection of inflated pavilions linked by soft-walled corridors to the inn proper. Imbry tried the local ale, finding it bitter but increasingly interesting after a few swallows. He also sampled a Winskill delicacy: a savory pastry baked around the abdomen of a hand-sized segmented creature that lived in crevices on the rocks of the sea coast. It had a subtle, nutlike flavor and he ordered another. 
Along with the food, he requested a copy of the Jant Hortator, finding its pages dense with news, analyses and prognostications regarding the Final Four of the current Regatta. It was to take place the day after tomorrow, the contenders spending the intervening time resting after the rigors of the Semifinal, which had seen spectacular feats of jibmanship by the leaders of the field. Imbry read the coverage closely and made some notes. 
Late that night, after taking measures to render himself unnoticeable, he visited the lightly guarded compound where the jibs for the next day's race were kept. He returned to his room in the pavilion and slept well. 

# 

“I know nothing of this,” Hop Mizzerin told the umpires. 
“Is this not your jib?” said the presiding officer of the Regatta. 
“It is.” 
“And is this not a gravity obviating substance adhered to its base?” 
“If you say so. I did not put it there.” Mizzerin turned and appealed to the watching throng, his eyes sliding without recognition over Luff Imbry. “I am the favorite. Why would I do it?” 
The crowd was not swayed. Many within it had seen friends and loved ones fall afoul of Mizzerins, who were quick to take offense and even quicker thereafter to draw. 
“We cannot take time to examine motives. There is a race to be run and the deed speaks for itself.” 
Mizzerin's hand went to his hip but found nothing to grasp. Regatta Week in Jant was, necessarily, the sole time and place on Winskill where the Code of Dignity did not pertain. 
The race began late, but with four contestants: the jibman who had placed fifth in the Semifinals was promoted to the Final Four, blinking and shaking his head while wearing a look of delighted surprise. A flurry of odds-changing ensued, with crowds of Winskillers and off-worlders shouting and waiving betting slips at the totesmen, trying to get their wagers altered before the warning horn blew. 
Luff Imbry did not bother to bet. He returned to the Blackrock Inn for an early lunch and a quiet nap. Arising, he packed his belongings and paid his bill. He inquired of the helpful desk clerk where he might see about the importing of the segmented creature whose flesh carried such a unique flavor, and was disappointed to learn that they did not travel well. 
By the time he boarded his hired aircar, the jib race was a plume of dust far out to the west. Imbry lifted off and turned the craft in another direction. He flew at good speed for a long while until finally he saw a small figure in the distance, marching steadily across the salt. As he drew closer, he realized that the custom of “setting free” was all inclusive: Hop Mizzerin walked naked and unshod. The parts of his skin that were not usually exposed to sunlight were already an angry pink, and the sun still had a long arc to fall to finish the extended Winskill day. 
Imbry descended to a height just above Mizzerin's reach and slowed to a parallel course. The thagonist turned a puzzled expression on him as he took measured steps toward the bare horizon. 
“You are trying to determine who has done this to you, and why,” Imbry said. 
“I am.” 
“I did.” 
Mizzerin stopped, his face clouded. He measured the distance between him and Imbry, then he drew in a deep breath and let it go. He resumed walking, but after a moment and without looking up, he said, “All right. Then why?” 
“That is a good question. The simple answer requires you to consult your memory. Specifically you might recall your first roommate at Habrey's and how you parted.” 
Mizzerin looked at Imbry again for a moment, then nodded dourly and said, “Simple enough. But you imply that there is also a complex answer.” 
“Yes.” 
“I would like to hear it.” 
“I am still working on it,” Imbry said. “It might take years before I have it complete in all its details.” 
Mizzerin walked on for several steps then said, “What happened to you after you left?” 
Imbry gave him a summary of his life as a criminal. He saw no reason to dissemble. 
“So,” said Mizzerin, when he had heard it, “it seems I am responsible for the course your life has taken.” 
“It does.” 
“Yet you appear to be happy in that life. To a casual eye, you present an image of self-satisfaction.” 
“I am not unhappy,” said Imbry. 
“Do you pine for what might have been, a life of teaching and collegiality among the faculty at Habrey's?” 
Imbry considered the question. “'Pine' is not the word I would use,” he said. “'Wonder' is closer. Or perhaps 'idly dream.'“ 
The moved on for a while in silence until Imbry said, “Do you remember the integrator at Habrey's? The stories it used to tell?” 
“It told me no stories,” the marching man said. 
“After we met and you blackened my eye, it told me a story about two animals in a forest. I didn't understand it at the time but when I was grown I looked up the tale.” 
“Is it relevant to our situation?” 
Imbry declined a direct answer. “It was about how every beast must be true to its nature,” he said, “no matter how ill the outcome.” 
“And are you true to yours?” 
“I believe I am,” said Imbry. “At least, I try to be.” 
“Ah,” said Mizzerin, with another grim motion of his head, and began to ask another question. But Imbry did not stay to hear it. He lifted the car into the cooler upper air and sped away. 
Mizzerin dwindled to a speck behind him. Imbry did not turn to look. 
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