The Fool
A Retelling of the Life thus far of Mathius

“There wasn’t much left to say after that,” Parsent finished, accented by the clank of coins as he dropped a stack of fifteen silver onto the table.  “I took the bag of gold, laid down my jack high straight, and went out to my horse without a word.  Saying anything to him might have provoked a fight.”

Bannik pushed three stacks of silver forward, commenting, “Yeh, some guys don’t know how to lose gracefully.  At least you’re a good loser.”

The other three men laughed while Parsent paged through his cards again, perhaps making sure he had what he thought he had.  To Mathius this was a sign that he had a middling hand.  Last two times he got caught up in conversation then checked himself he didn’t pull higher than two pair.  He didn’t get the third queen.

“I took two horses off of a Half-troll down near the bogs.  Guy took it surprisingly well,” Aenid said, very matter of fact.

“Half-troll?  Who in the Gods’ realm would play poker with a half-troll?” Parsent asked.  “Were you looking to lose some limbs?”
“We were sitting guard on a caravan.  He was mild tempered enough.  And I wanted to have the story about the time I played poker with a half-troll.”

Dorsey upped the ante even further.  The pot was near ten platinum already, and the second round of betting hadn’t started.  Mathius eyed his stack of coins and considered his options.

“Next question.  What’s the biggest stake you ever lost?”

Mathius stared at the queen of hearts on the table.

Never parlay.  It was a simple and fast rule, but one that Mathius didn’t always manage to obey.  But then by now he was certain at the very least his legs were forfeit, if not his life, should Purefoy and his goons track him down.

Rumors were that Purefoy employed a wizard on the hard cases.  He’d toss him a few gold and the wiz would scry up the location of the local deadbeat.  Then two gentlemen of questionable heritage would show up.  When they left, they left with money or body parts, or both.  But Mathius knew that the cost of such wizardry would mean you had to owe quite a bit, so he figured he might be safe so far.

As usual, Marcus Neolander defeated the challenger, some battlefield veteran named Soldath, in under six minutes.  The only reason Mathius lay the bet to begin with was because of some inside information about the list of battles the vet had been in.  Seemed impressive at the time.  He should have known that battlefield victories don’t often equate to arena victories.
It was a shame too, because up to that point he was four-of-four.  The coins all went away on that loss.  But oh, that win would have been a seventy-to-one payout.  Debts would be gone and he’d have been knee-deep in whisky and strumpets for weeks.

There wasn’t much to the Ogre’s Gate section of town.  It wasn’t as menacing as the name, though it was quite dirty.  He trudged through the mud and eyed the rows of shacks that passed for businesses, each with a sign that waved haphazardly in the unseasonable wind.  The rain made it hard to read anything, coming straight into his face, but with some effort he made out the name of a tavern he’d never seen before.  The Merry Oak.

The inside was minimalist, which in a way was a nice change.  He suspected the proximity to the butchers and fish markets meant that there was a rat problem, so it was best to leave them no place to hide.  One man sat in the corner and scrawled on a parchment.  Another sat slumped over a table, precariously positioned so that occasionally the bar maid would walk by and straighten him a little so that he didn’t fall out of his seat.

A young, pretty brunette, she raised an eye brow of inquiry when Mathius sat at a table.

“Whatever you have tapped,” Mathius answered.

Winds howled like a chorus that surrounded the shack.  Through a few knotholes there was a slight breeze.  The ceiling was pleasantly devoid of leaks, unlike most businesses around here that were unfamiliar with rain.

Mathius had been hoping for a card game, but there were no takers here.  Just some scribe and a drunkard.  But this was a good place to lay low for a while.  He fingered the cards, mixed the deck and cut them.  He dealt an imaginary hand of poker on the table.  A smirk raised as he stared at five cards that couldn’t be less complimentary; a nightmare hand that one would fold immediately in a game.

The ale was next to him.  He picked it up and sipped.  Not bad, perhaps brewed here.  He nodded to the bar maid.

“A nice consolation,” Mathius said of the drink.

“Consolation for what?”

“For such a horrible hand I’ve dealt.”

She leaned over the table and looked at the cards.  It was then that the things that normally catch a man’s eye caught his as he looked into the cleavage of her blouse as she was preoccupied with the cards.

“Seems appropriate,” She said.

“Does it?  I suppose it does.”

“You’ve never been very lucky.” She responded.

His eyes returned to hers.

“You see,” she pointed to the first card.  “Your birth was a struggle.  Likely your parents couldn’t afford a midwife nor to tithe the temple to have a healer on hand.  As a result, just coming into the world was hard.  You landed in squalor.”

She pointed to the next card.  “One of your parents was a genius, of a sort.  That the picture is inverted says that his or her genius was wasted.  Your parents likely worked hard just to keep you clothed.  You’ve spent much of your life just trying not to fall into that same trap.”

Now he was staring.  She didn’t seem to notice as her eyes were back on the cards, pointing to the next card.

“Malign forces seek you out.  They feel you owe them something, though that may just be their perception and not an actual fact.”

“Oh, they’re quite right,” Mathius said.

“In that case, the clubs imply they intend great harm.  You need another card.”
He pealed a card off of the top and lay it down.

“Opportunity.  Seems there are ways out.  Maybe your luck is changing.”

“Yeh.  Maybe it is.” He said, tracing the outline of her face, the dark hair tucked up under a scarf, the beautiful full lips.

“Does it say anything about my future?”

She motioned to the deck and lay the card down.

“Love conquers all, it seems.”

“It’s not that simple,” she said, rubbing his shoulders.  She sat in the well formed at his lower back as he lay flat, his upper body raised on his elbows so as to see the cards displayed before him.  It wasn’t the entire deck, but rather what she referred to as the Major Arcana, the trumps.
He stared at the pictures, each drawn sufficiently if without the detail he’d become accustomed.  His father’s etchings had been notoriously busy.  He’d been the unrecognized genius which she’d observed from the card reading earlier.
“You have to read other forces at work.”

“It’s not all in the cards?” he asked.

“No.  For example, the fact that you had a deck of playing cards with you helped me interpret the fact that you were likely a gambler of some sort.  The people seeking you harm then made more sense.  It’s important you observe the person you’re reading for any signals they give.”

“Now it sounds like we’re talking poker again.”

“In a way.  Only it’s not so that you can use these… ‘tells’ to gain and advantage over them, it’s so that you can put the right interpretation on what you’re seeing.”

“What about someone who purposely gives you false information?”

“I’ve never had someone come to me to predict a wrong future.  If someone was trying to make a fool of you then you don’t owe them a true reading.”

She sat upright and stretched her arms above her head.

“It’s late.  I’m going to need some sleep since I work tomorrow.  I think you’ve learned enough for one night.”

“One last question.”
He picked up a card with a simple line drawing of a brunette then he rolled over beneath her so that she was seated on his stomach and held up the card.

“Is this you?”  He compared the card side-by-side with her face.  The comparison was noteworthy.

“The writing at the bottom is Celestial.  It says ‘The Fool’.  So you tell me.”

Fingers soaked in ink, Mathius finished the writing at the bottom of the card and set ‘The Tower’ aside to let it dry.  The Tarot was something personal.  While one can use any old deck of cards, Hayleon had taught him that the best way to learn a card was the study everything about it and make one that has that meaning to you.  That’s why decks often varied in what cards were included, one card substituted for another; the replacement card held more meaning for the deck’s creator.

“So this is where you’ve been?”

Purefoy’s voice wasn’t pleasant but he couldn’t place his finger on exactly what it was that bothered him about it.  Might have been the smug undertones, or the way he’d pick random vowels to stretch out (“So thiiiis is where you’ve beeeeen”).  But he guessed that anyone to whom he owed money would elicit the same skin-crawling response.
“I’ve been lots of places,” Mathius commented as he turned to face the bookie and a much larger individual who had an orc swinging from one of the branches of his family tree.

“But none of thoooose were my place, bringing me mooooneeeey.”

“What can I say?  I have lots of rounds to make.”

“Not anymore.  I bought your markers from the stumpy brothers and you don’t have any with the goddess anymore.  You see, I’m plugged in everywhere.  Now without further adoooooo, I owe my colleague here his salary.  I’ve told him that you’re holding that up.”

The orc-man snorted and some fluid flew out and onto the baseboards.

“Aw, come on, don’t make me fight,” Mathius said.  “Nobody in this room wants to get hurt, do we?”

When the muscle stepped forward, Mathius could see behind him the much smaller figure of Hayleon, sliding a dagger into a garter.  There was no way I was going to let her fight.  I’d let them kill me first.

“Be reasonable!  I can’t get you your money if I’m missing any parts.”  He turned to the orc and stared him in the eyes, “And you sure as hell won’t leave with both testicles.  Regardless of what happens to me, I’ll make certain of that.”

He wasn’t much of a bluffer, so it was fortunate that he wasn’t bluffing.  The orc narrowed his eyes and then turned his body slightly.  Mathius wanted him thinking about the orcish family jewels; it made it easier to gouge out his eyes, should it be necessary.

“How much?”

It was Hayleon’s voice.  Purefoy took of his hat and turned to face her, giving her a very slight bow.

“Lady of the house, I take it?”

“Yes.  My house, my rules.  No fighting.”
Purefoy nodded.  “I’ll accept that for now.  But if he makes me come back here, his problem becomes your problem too.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“How much?  All told, by now about two-hundred and forty-four gold.  Was less before I had to pay a wizard to track you down.”

She glanced at Mathius.  He didn’t know if she was evaluating his value or simply showing her surprise that he’d fallen so far in debt.

I could see now a bag in her left hand.  She turned and walked to the nearby table, dumping the coins out.

“Two twenty eight.” She said.  Then she remembered and reached into her apron, dumping another handful of copper from her tips onto the table.  “Two thirty.  Come back tomorrow for four more gold, and you can take this home now.  But you’ll have to eat the cost of the wizard.  He’s not paying for your overreaction.”
They stared at one another while the orc stared at Mathius.

“Take ten, give me the rest,” Purefoy said to the orc, who did just that before they walked out.

Mathius sat there, feeling much like a child who’d sold the family cow for a shiny rock.
Hayleon came back in once she made certain they’d left.

She walked into the room and the last thing she said on the subject was only two words long.

“Never again.”

He nodded.  “Never again.”

There’s an allure to games of chance that only a few truly understand.  They fall into two groups.  Sharks and Victims.  The sharks spin that to their advantage, taking the victims for all they’re worth.  One thing was universal between them.  Both sides think that they are sharks.

This is likely why Mathius found himself doing readings before he went over to visit friends and The Stag and Arrow.  Sitting there are the table in the back room before the regulars came in, he thought about the cards he’d dealt and how if his interpretations were correct, he would be coming into some money tonight.
Often it is said of apprentices that their mistakes teach more than their victories.  That may well have been true in this case as well, but for every night that followed this one, he’d be thinking about what a horrible blunder that reading had been.
You see, as his own client, he’d interpreted the cards to mean what his client wanted to hear.  The prime reason no one should perform a reading for themselves.

An hour late for dinner, Hayleon appeared at the back door of The Stag and Arrow and all color drained from her.  Mathius didn’t notice her at first.  What he noticed was the blur of someone turning and walking away quickly.  He suspect it was her, but up by thirty gold, he couldn’t bring himself to leave the table right then.  It was the best night he’d had in months at the tables.  His reading was right, he was certain.

Two hours later, as he walk into the Merry Oak, the other bar maid rushed to and fro, barely able to keep up with the orders.  Busy night for Hayleon to be nowhere in sight.  The barkeep frowned at Mathius, but he told himself that barkeep never looked happy.

He entered the room at the back of the Merry Oak, pleased with the pocket full of winnings, and found the room was bare.  Yes, his clothes were there, as was the array of cards he’d laid out for himself before his gambling sojourn.  But beside the candle at the table was a note.
I’m not certain I can express myself through this note with the intensity I feel.  So if you should at any time during this feel queasy, racked with pain, eyes red from a cry that you wouldn’t wish on anyone, then you at least come within a fraction of what I’ve invested in this page.

I love you, Mathius.  The cards brought us together, and if you’re honest, maybe they can again.

-Hayleon
Mathius curled up on the bed, his legs suddenly unable to support him.  He lay there on his side, in turn feeling everything she’d said in her note.  It was another twenty minutes, as he reached for the pillow to put under his head before he noticed The Fool lying there on that same pillow.
“Mat?”

Aenid tossed a coin at Mathius which struck him in the forehead, causing him to snap out of his trance.  Some of the other men at the table laughed.

“Mat, you owe us a bet and a story.  But most importantly the bet.”

Mathius reached for his coins, fingered the stacks as if counting but really not.  When he bet the greatest thing he’d ever owned, he’d done it without knowing it, without realizing the stakes.  Sadly, it had only been six hours earlier.  Six hours ago he’d bet her away and now, over yet another table he began to understand what he lost.

With one thrust and an enigmatic expression, he pushed all of the coins forward, into the pot.  The players all looked at one another as Mathius rose to his feet and took up his mug to his lips.

“How much was that?” Parsent asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” Mathius said, draining the mug to the bottom then restoring it on the table with a sound thud.

He pitched the three hole cards onto the table and walked away.  Kings all.

“The story I’ll have to owe you.”
Before he left, he searched his deck and took a specific, ornately drawn card from it and held it out over the candle.  Once it was fully engulfed, he held it right up to the point where it singed his fingers, and even then he didn’t let go.

Card gone, he took The Fool she’d left from her deck, and replaced it among his deck.  It’s meaning was stronger than anything he could have created himself.
His spot only stayed open at The Stag and Arrow for a few days before they no longer thought of it as “Mathius’s Chair”.
Once the cards ruled his life and now, that forsaken deck lay in the room they shared.  The cards that ruled his life now, he read with honesty and introspection as they led Mathius onto the open road.
