Playing cards

"Lianna, I'm sorry to interrupt when you're off-duty, but there's trouble…"

"It's all right." Lianna knew Mridulan wouldn’t call on her unless there was real need, and she owed him. This was one of the few gaming houses that still let her relax in the evenings, accepting her new status without drawing attention to it, and in any case she'd never really been "off duty" in either her former career or the new one. When you worshipped the Lady - no name, just "the Lady" - the relationship was a precarious one, and didn't leave room for being careless or inattentive. She favoured you if she found you amusing, it was said. Attempts to cheat her were encouraged, even though you knew you'd never succeed. An attempt to rob her, though... Lianna was still unsure whether the result had been punishment or reward. For the Lady, of all deities, to decide she wanted a paladin, complete with vows never to lie, and to protect the weak instead of fleecing them, was.... A challenge to her ingenuity, that's what it was.

Odd, really. As a professional card-sharp, she'd been welcome anywhere, even if she'd made very sure people didn't know that was what she was. As a law-keeper, on the side of the gaming houses instead of making money from them, she was eyed warily, escorted to tables well away from the fashionable crowd, and generally made to feel as unwelcome as they could manage. Except here. Not many of the customers here knew who she was - or rather, what she was. Inufil, and the back-scabbard required by a great-sword as tall as she was, was propped in a corner, behind a curtain, in reach but out of sight. A sword that size was a bit… unsubtle, in these surroundings. Mridulan knew she wasn't going to cause trouble, and as long as her anonymity held, no-one else would feel intimidated into leaving. Not that they should, of course. But people had the oddest ideas about what a paladin was supposed to disapprove of.

She put down her glass - a very nice red, Mridulan served good wine, too - and patted Giuseppe on the knee. "Play my hand for a bit - I'll be back in a minute." She reached towards the corner curtain, then stopped, raising an eyebrow towards Mridulan. "Will I need…?" 

"I hope not, but… No, I've told them who you are. They'll take my word, there's no need to prove it."

"Good." She followed him across the big room, absently taking note of the fastest route back to her sword. "So what's the problem?"

"A lad accused of cheating at cards. He says he didn't, the gentlemen on his table say he must have. No proof either way, it's one man's word against another.

"And you don't accuse your customers of lying, not as such. You just call in a paladin to find out which of them it is."

"Well…. look, I'm sorry, Lianna. But they will believe you."

"And blame me… All right, lead on."

Over in the corner, a table of four. Two older men, a woman, and a boy - no, she corrected herself, a young man. It was the look of trusting innocence that made him seem younger. Two guards hovering - one for the boy, one for one of the men. Minor nobility, then. No wonder Mridulan hadn't wanted to level accusations.

"I did not." The youngster seemed to be almost in tears. "You can't prove it."

"Luck like that only comes with help. Or has your skill with cards improved so much in a day?"

"Luck can come and go as she pleases," Lianna remarked, twirling her green-eye pendant absently. "But in this case, I'm afraid she had help."

Even Mridulan looked startled. "As fast as that? You're sure?"

"I'm sure she had help from these cards, yes." She picked one up, admired it. "Nice crisp ink-work, must be almost new."

"There's nothing wrong with those cards!" The boy sounded outraged - at being accused, or at being caught?

"They're yours, then?" She sighed, picked a few up, face-down. "King of Hearts. Eight of clubs. Two of swords. It's in the top right-hand corner."

"I…" The boy wilted. "I didn't mean…"

"Didn't mean what?" There was cold disgust in the older man's voice. "Accidentally cheated? No such thing. It's Greenwall for you, if not Stalter Street. Where did you get those things from - was that an accident, too?"

"I'm not saying." The boy crossed his arms defiantly. "You won't find out anything from me."

Lianna raised an eyebrow, amused rather than impressed by the posturing. "Loyalty among thieves, is it? Not that Cavalar would be in any trouble for this anyway - he's done nothing illegal. There's nothing wrong with making marked cards, or selling them. It's only using them that annoys people."

"How did you…? They said he made the best ones! He does, doesn’t he?"

"Oh yes, he does, by far. But these… this is the beginners set. Mass-produced, with big clear marks, for a novice, or for party tricks. You couldn’t use these for anything serious. Even Mridulan would have spotted them if he'd looked, and he's a dice expert, not cards. The best of Cavalar's work, you'd never notice unless you knew exactly what you were after. There's probably a set or two in the room now, and you'd never find them." The truth, and nothing but the truth - there were ways in which this job could be more amusing than she'd thought.

She looked at the cards again, remembered what had been said as she approached. "This is the first time you've used these, isn't it?"

"I…. yes."

"Thought so. And it was only intended as a joke, wasn't it? A party trick - all these cards are good for. You intended to give back all the money at the end of the evening - didn't you?" The green eyes had gone hard and cold - not just a pretty girl who happened to know cards, now, but a Paladin intent on enforcing the Truth. Her version of it…

He gulped. "Yes.. of course.. just a joke… here." He pushed the pile of coins aside convulsively, his hands shaking.

"Good. Try to have better taste in your jokes next time."

"You seriously expect us to just let him off? Just like that?"

"Why not? He's done nothing illegal. Whether you'd want to play again with someone with such crude taste in jokes is up to you, of course, but there's no reason to imprison him, and I'm sure Mridulan would prefer not to have any scandal associated with his fine establishment." She smiled at him. "The trouble is with gossip, once it gets out that someone's been cheating at cards in a place, rumour often gets confused about who. It may just spread as "someone at the corner table", no more, and I'm sure no-one would want that."

"Now." She pulled the boy to his feet, noticing the slight wobble as the wine showed its effect. "You have had enough of cards for one evening, I think. Some fresh air would do you good. Let's go for a walk."

He didn't resist - and the trailing guard clearly didn't see Lianna as posing a threat.

Outside, he tried to form some incoherent thanks, but she cut him short. "Stay clear of them, for now. They'll cool down by the morning. Now, do you want to know how you really win at cards?"

"What? You mean you can? But…"

"Look." She pulled a pack from her pouch, found a flat bench to sit on. "Watch this. I'll deal three cards each to four people, face up." She did so, slowly, but with the ease of practise, then turned each pile face down. "Who got the ten of hearts?"

"What? I've no idea."

"That one." She pointed. "You should have been memorising each card as it was placed. Try it at home. Practise. When you can deal a full hand, and know where every card is, you'll have a chance of winning. And that'll mean staying sober, unless you're very good."

She collected her cards, stood up, nodded to the guard. "Get him home. No-one's going to follow him from here."

Back inside, Mridulan was waiting for her. "Thank you," he said soberly. "I'm afraid I won't be able to let him play here again, but at least there was no scandal. Cheating - in my establishment! You were joking about there being marked cards here, weren't you?"

"I may joke, but I don't lie. I'm quite sure there was at least one set on the premises. Don't worry about it, though. It's amateurs who cause scandals, not professionals."

