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Chapter 1: The Luck of the Draw


Solsham was young and about to die that way because he made a stupid mistake.

It had been a simple enough affair, not at all worth a story of its own, to secure the box that had one of the Dust Queen’s Grand Gowhars in it. But there had been an auto asp in the ancient vessel and it had bitten Solsham on the arm and now a patch of his skin was firefly-flickering with sick green light, faster and faster, brighter and brighter, bigger and bigger, till a day later he would die, his spectacular demise serving as a warning to all those who felt especially entitled to the Dust Queen’s treasures. For the Dust Queen was an exceedingly fickle figure who flung her wealth hither and thither like fairy dust millennia ago specifically for the adventurous men and women of the future to find, but at least wanted them to strain a little to earn it. The realm was littered with untold thousands of her booby-trapped, magically guarded stashes in various nooks and grottoes off all beaten paths and out of all ways, and in fact sometimes what would happen was a lunatic sorcerer would succeed in their endeavor to find one or more of the Grand Gowhars in order to fund the acquisition of alchemical reagents and what have you, but over the course of their quest had realized they had grown enough as a magician to transcend the need for money and had lost a little of their mind in the process, so they just re-concealed the Dust Queen’s treasures like children playing a game across generations; this re-hidden relics, once re-sought, tended to be protected with more aggression and greed-punishing cruelty than the Queen’s original ideas.

Solsham would never know if he had bitten by an auto asp in one of the Dust Queen’s original hidey-holes or in one that had been relocated in the interim, especially if he died of the bite; an auto asp could go either way as it was about as sadistic as the Dust Queen got and as tame as the relocators got.

For now his chief concern was his final gambit. His current little adventure, which had now turned into the nightmare of anonymously fading away and going to hell, remembered only as a young idiot, was based in the city of Varaghha, and there was no apothecary or network of healers or public institution that would be able to help a barbaric-looking traveler with an auto asp curse.

That left only the gritty underworld and its interest in his sword arm and his darics. Now his sword arm was not useless, as an auto asp’s bite, unlike most normal snakes‘, did not significantly debilitate the victim until the brightly flashing finale, but there was not exactly time for Solsham to, say, join a “job” and earn the prestige, money, or “in” to discover a cure. It didn’t matter whether the job was legitimate or criminal; if he didn’t have time, then he didn’t have time, and if no one could help him, then no one could help him. Yes, he could cut someone into a hundred pieces and steal from them if they owned something useful for his condition but refused to sell it to him, but he was aware of no such person, yet.

So that left only his darics. And without any awareness of whom or what to spend his gold on or show it to, Solsham was embroiled in the nightmare of every rich person: a problem that money could not solve. No move he could make with his money was promising. He could give it all to a beggar and have the beggar turn out to be an angel who would reward him with a prodigious blessing, but if the angel couldn’t undo an auto asp’s curse, then Solsham was done for anyway.

What he needed was a way to expose himself and his money to as much wealth and information as possible, no matter the danger— since he was going to die anyway— in order to capitalize on the slightest chance that he might encounter whatever or whomever he needed. Maybe it was someone passing through on their own quest, or a magical object being smuggled or traded that he could intercept.

That left… gambling. A way to understand what people really valued. An unusual and inscrutable pastime for a backwater denizen like Solsham. What did his mother have to say about it, that he could remember?

“Gambling? You shouldn’t do it.”

Solsham assumed his mother would understand as he strolled into the game hall by the wharf, looking like a confident ruffian only because he could handle himself in a brawl with any of these louts, not because he had much hope for his future.

The only reason the place was tolerable to look at was because the silk road lay a short distance to the north, wrapping the north end of Lake Kazpan; nonetheless some of its most famous wares made it down here to the west shore, so there were some nicely dressed people in here, though not all of them had obtained the beautiful clothes by legitimate means.

Solsham wrapped his arm in fabric to disguise his wound, which was glowing a pale green-yellow and would become more embarrassing as the last day of his life went on. Thinking, he took another drab green handkerchief and wrapped it around his other arm to create a symmetrical appearance. His ostentatious black leopard coat had been left folded in his pack for now.

He approached the barkeep, letting a frog ribbit in his voice. “Where can I find a game that tests who has the favor of the gods?”

The barkeep was more than happy where to tell this fluffy-armed buffoon where he could lose money. “You’re looking for the eskayjow table, my friend.” He pointed to where a group of hunched men with tented fingers were flipping cards arranged in arrays like window panes.

Solsham’s arm pulsated with shame. It felt like tiny green darts were sailing around his bloodstream like rafts of invaders. As a result, he wasn’t exactly thinking enough thoughts, but the ones he did think, he tried to think all the way through, all possibilities compressing to a linear path to give him a way forward despite his fear. His logic, and he was willing to die by it, was this: he didn’t have the time to learn or become good at a game that required some amount of skill, since out in the country he hadn’t grown up with the luxury of playing board or card games that involved any amount of strategy, up to and including chess; all brainpower was meant for chopping wood, milking cows, foraging, training dogs, and that sort of thing. If he lived through this he resolved he would learn something like chess; he figured he might find himself leading an army someday. But that was a long way away and therefore, given his current limitations, his best bet was to play a game with as much chance as possible— hopefully populated by many talkative or foolish lunatics— and hope he got lucky enough to win something or see something helpful. He didn’t like the sound of this “eskayjow” game; it sounded like, oh, a slur for a people from the boondocks like his own. But if it attracted the most arrogant and demented gamblers, then he stood a better chance of profiting by it in one evening than trying to learn a cleverer game.

Surreptitiously he crept toward the eskayjow game and focused, trying to ignore the din of the game hall and its salty and sweaty odor, to learn this particular game.

Enjoyably, it didn’t take him long to believe he understood the rules Every player had a wall of twelve face-down cards to reckon with, and it was bad to be left with high-ranked cards when the round ended because one player flipped over all their cards. A player drew from the center pile and could decide what to do with it: swap it out for one of their own cards, or turn up their nose at it, discard it, and flip over one of their own to better reveal their standing but lurch everyone closer toward endgame.. If a player somehow obtained three of the same rank of card in one column, they could discard all three and no longer ever be called to account for them; even thirty-six points (the cards went up to twelve) could vanish in the blink of an eye.

One aspect of eskayjow confused Solsham a little. Sometimes there would be an uproar whenever a player drew or flipped over a two, but they didn’t do it every time, and a two was a perfectly nice low card but no reason to do a backflip over as one short and lithe man decided to do after a streak of them. When Solsham moved closer and was able to peek at the scoresheet and see the cards better, he came to understand the cause for celebration. There were two varieties of deuces: the green one was an ordinary two, but the blue one— and the green and blue shades were similar from a distance— was in fact a negative two, and since higher cards were bad, this was the best card in the game and a welcome sight to any player. A player who swapped out a twelve (red) for a blue two enjoyed a fourteen-point swing in their favor. Other than that there evidently also existed negative aces, but the colors generally didn’t matter like Solsham vaguely understood them to in other card games; they were just mnemonics to denote the deadly heat of the cards. The safest cards were blue, generally low cards were green, middle-rank cards were yellow, and the most painfully burning cards were red.

“Cheating pervert!” roared a fat man who looked like he used his fat as muscles. He was directing his accusation at the short gymnast who had continued to flip over and draw good blue and green cards while doing his own flips and dance moves to rub his good luck in everyone’s face. Now after drawing a negative ace and replacing a lethal ten with it, he had thrust his pelvis provocatively toward the opposition; this finally shattered the sanctity of the game.

“Losing pervert!” responded the gymnast, which was a strange pair of last words he would have to explain to whatever gods he believed in, because the fat man launched across the table like a slung stone and stabbed him in the neck with a dagger while tackling him to the ground. The gymnast’s dying reflexes sparked enough for him to draw his own dagger and stick the fat man over and over like a deranged boy with a piglet, his twitching arm retreating and advancing knife-first into the fat flesh seemingly of its own accord.

Solsham blanched, expecting a major brawl to break out, but as the disagreement had only been between two simple men and ended in a flash like the sad life of a tadpole instantly eaten by its brothers, the rest of the eskayjow players mostly just seemed annoyed that their cards and coins had been scattered all over the floor of the packed establishment.

“I believe this was yours, good sir,” and variations on that were phrases Solsham heard multiple times. The players were not taking opportunities to steal from each other in the chaos, but instead were helping each other scrounge back their spilled money, going as far as to exchange with each other individual coins of equal value that they suspected had not originally been in their possession.

“Clear aside!” said the master of the house, coming through with a couple guardsmen to take the bodies away, as well as a servant boy to mop up the blood. The two men had killed each other very efficiently; nonetheless several people present felt the servant boy deserved a tip. Solsham made a point of dramatically handing the boy two sigloi instead of one, so everyone could see.

“You’re flush with cash for someone so humbly dressed,” said a man with eyeglasses and a soft, purring voice. At this point in Peran’s history eyeglasses were large, dark, and consisted of lenses woven into a band tightly strapped to the face, but they did their job.

“And you’re very observant for someone with bad eyes, cheetah friend,” Solsham said, referring to how the lenses hung black off his face like the tear-like markings of the swift cat. “Do you know a fun way I could lose some of this money?”

“Well,” the man with glasses said, “we at this otherwise polite and welcoming table seem to be in need of a couple more eskayjow players because some people seem to not understand the game. Have you played?”

“I have not,” Solsham said, and could just smell the blood he was releasing strategically into the water for the sharks, “but I believe I understand the rules and I would be honored to join as I am just sore from my overencumbrance with coin.”

“In that case, please join us,” said the man with glasses. “My name is Eybnak the Optician. We would be equally honored to have the opportunity to relieve your burden. If you mess up the rules we will simply gently correct you. I’ve been waiting for those two blowhards to leave my game and it appears that luck is on my side tonight.”

“You are blind to reality, Optician,” said a man who was not quite as big as the dead taunted player, and came across as something of a schmoozer. “All this means is that your luck has run out for now and needs to be replenished by punishment. I didn’t mind those fellows much— I’ve won a lot off both of them— and so I’ve got fortune to spare.”

“Is that how luck works?” Solsham asked.

“It is,” said the schmoozer, “and if you disagree you are welcome to put up the coin to back up your belief. Since we have only five players instead of six, I propose we up the ante and see who really has the favor of the gods. Do we all find this agreeable?”

“I certainly do,” said Solsham. “I’m hoping that this becomes a very interesting night.”

“Then you have come to the right place, my friend,” said the schmoozer. “Though eskayjow is a simple game, things always get interesting at this table, though usually not in the way that you just saw.”

“I’m glad of that,” Solsham said. “I suppose you believe that since a space was cleared for me at this table, that my luck has run out as well, especially given the perversity of the opportunity?”

“Yes, I think so, my friend. In fact, I am so confident that I will soon possess some of your money, that I’ll buy you a great vessel of wine to properly bring you into the fold.”

“I would appreciate the gesture of goodwill very much,” Solsham said.

“Let us play,” said Eybnak the Optician. “We’ve lost enough time to the cleanup of those poor wasted idiots.”

Introductions went around the five players for the sake of keeping useful track of the scoresheet. The schmoozer’s name was Tamur. The other two players were massive, stoic men named Khuku and Gavu. Solsham made sure to make an impression an everyone and drink to their health, in order to become a magnet for the players’ attention, interest, and greed.

The game of eskayjow was underway. Solsham was not sure if the slowness of his motions was due to his tentativeness about his understanding of the game’s rules or the result of the auto asp’s poison; its effects were not documented well.

“So here we are at the crossroads of the world,” Solsham said. “I am but a provincial native Peranian. What wild tales can you fine folks regale me with? I seek the most unbelievable claims imaginable.”

“I am on a quest to become rich and raise a concubine,” Tamur said, “and I’ve been making progress—”

“You’re right, that is unbelievable,” said Khuku.

“Well if you’re going to be that way, I won’t say any more about it! You’ll never know my secret techniques to bring women to their knees, trembling!”

“You probably just ask them to marry you and they beg you to go away,” said Gavu.

“I don’t know you well enough for these sort of barbed jests! You’ll regret your insolence before long.” He turned over a negative ace. “See?”

Solsham played on, exchanging a ten for a four, which was nice, but was not going to win him the game. “Varaghha is a major port city. Surely you must all have seen or heard about things that could whet a traveler’s appetite.”

“I like to play my cards and devote myself to my science,” said Eybnak the Optician, eliminating a whole column of fives. “Adventures seem like a great way to die.”

“Oh, they certainly are,” Solsham said. “That’s why I just wanted to hear about them rather than, um, go on them.”

This wasn’t working, and Solsham wasn’t winning. He had accepted Tamur’s offer of wine and drank it quickly for its water to dilute the auto asp’s venom, but quickly learned another young man’s lesson and his head began to swim— and like a baby turtle on the shore of Lake Kazpan tentatively wiggling its way into the water before gaining confidence in its flippers, his head was swimming harder and harder, stirring more and more of his head-water around, as Khuku and Gavu took painfully long to complete their turns, as if they could not remember which numbers were higher than which others. It occurred to Solsham that this thought, which popped into his head as a joke, was a faint but real possibility since the cards were marked with numerals rather than pips.

In the endgame, Solsham just kept drawing bad cards, putting them back, and flipping, but he could not stall fast enough as Tamur was understandably quite satisfied with flipping over a predomination of low positives, zeroes, and negative cards. Smugly he scooped up the gold he had won and his voice was high and flutey. “Again?”

“Again,” Solsham said. “And maybe you’d be so kind as to spread your winner’s wealth by getting some more beer and wine to the fine gentlemen of this table? And while we’re at it, let’s up the ante. I’m sure we’ve all got things we want sooner rather than later, like your concubine.”

The flattery worked, and Tamur procured more alcohol for the next game. Solsham made sure to opt for beer in an opaque mug so he could sip it slowly but slam it down with a dramatic “Ahhh!” as if it were just so refreshing he couldn’t hold back from a nearly orgasmic release of tension. Solsham wanted the alcohol to loosen tongues and pockets.

As the liquor began to set in, though, aided by the repeated oafishly long turns of Khuku and Gavu and now Solsham, which the table abided patiently, the fine gentlemen of the eskayjow table scrunched their brows and became eagle-focused on the game, which was not exactly a deep strategic ocean. Solsham, in good humor for a dying boy, playfully smirked behind his mustache and winked and giggled and drew his cards very theatrically, hoping to stall for time and brand himself in these people’s minds as someone three-dimensional, worth remembering and interacting with. What made him laugh even harder is that he actually did well in the game, making his opponents grunt and wheeze every time he flipped a negative card or a zero, which was even more frequent than Tamur had in Solsham’s first game.

“Are you sitting on a piece of plate from those two dead idiots’ little brawl? You’ve got a shard of plate up your ass!” said Eybnak to Solsham. In Peran pieces of broken plates and cups were considered good luck, and often decorated and mounted on walls in homes— as long as the breakage had occurred organically— as the idea was that a broken dining implement took the place of another misfortune.

“I’ll tell you what, if it’s valuable enough to win me this game, I’ll put it up as a wager,” said Solsham about the hypothetical shard of plate inside of his body, a remark which he then realized made absolutely no sense even if he really did possess such a charm. But he smiled thinly again— he could feel the tingle of his eyes twinkling mischievously— because his dumb comment could prompt others to underestimate him.

Solsham won his second game, and was pleased with the amount of gold that he won, because the second game’s four big bets going to him was of course much more than the small amount he’d lost to the pot that eventually went to Tamur in the first game, but he had accomplished nothing as far as his main goal of surviving the next day because no amount of gold could secure him a cure unless he became aware of one. All the alchemists put their effort into turning whatever they could think of into gold, when they should have been focusing on how to cure any poison. Then Solsham remembered that this goal was also well within the purview of alchemy and this alcohol drug was a most interesting one that he would have to drink more of in the future to become resistant to its effects. Fortunately for Solsham, the game was not his to end; it was inappropriate for the most recent winner to declare the night over since it looked like running away to hide nuts in a squirrel’s hoard. Only a frustrated loser could politely— but usually brusquely— decide the night was done.

“Solsham,” said Tamur, “why don’t you, as the king of the hill, buy as all a round— and two beers for yourself, to catch up to the rest of us men.”

Solsham now began to wonder if at least three of his four opponents had exactly the same idea as him. “It would be my pleasure. But you know what would be even more my pleasure? To ratchet up the stakes even more!” And from his satchel he withdrew the Grand Gowhar, a splendid jewel as green as the blinking wound now counting down to Solsham’s death from inside his sleeve. He swore he could hear invisible angels playing fanfare on flutes as he took it out, as well as a psyched little guitar riff, but he turned around instinctively to see that it was just real men taking out real instruments to entertain the hall.

“A Grand Gowhar!” announced Tamur to complete the presentation.

“That’s right,” Solsham said. “If it pleases the table, I’d like us free to feel… to feel free to freely… to bet non-monetary objects of equivalent value.” He said it in a very archaic way that formally allowed the eskayjow table to become a barter game.”

“What are the powers of a Grand Gowhar?” asked Gavu.

“It’s power is that it is worth a lot of money,” said Eybnak, clasping one of his lenses between two fingers as if that focused his image of the gem. “That one is a precious mote scattered by the Dust Queen long ago in a strange prank where she bequeathed her wealth to anyone in the world who would bother to stumble upon it and dig it up, as it appears our friend Solsham has— or maybe he killed someone who did.”

“If I did, you can rest assured that I didn’t rob him for it, but rather killed him for another perfectly good reason and discovered the jewel after the fact,” Solsham said. What actually happened was that he had cut the auto asp in two, and both halves were currently crumpled up, slowly leaking lubricant, and wrapped in cloth and draped over an outer loop of Solsham’s pack.

“I thought jewels could be magical,” said Gavu.

“They can be,” Eybnak said, “but as I just told you, Grand Gowhars specifically are gems that are only good for money, as if that is some failure on a gem’s part.”

“Well,” Solsham said, “are we interested in making equivalent wagers, or am I just showing this off?”

“I will put up its equivalent in gold,” Tamur said, reaching so deep into his pouch that it looked like a soothing stretch for his arm to go all the way in there.

“Oh, good,” Solsham said, because that was not good at all.

Gavu and Khuku glanced briefly at one another, as if they had just realized that everyone who saw them thought they were brothers even though they were not. Khuku unclipped something from his back and thunked it on the table loud enough to involuntarily turn the heads of a few nearby card players. “As you can see, this is an ox-headed mace encrusted with baubles that may not match the giant gem in value, but the gap is compensated by the deadly utility of the weapon.”

“Smashing,” Solsham said. No one laughed at the pun. It wasn’t even a sword he could try to cut off his poisoned arm with.

Gavu then gingerly reached a meaty hand into his own pouch. “I don’t have enough gold, but I can make up the difference with my coat, which is dyed with the purples of the rarest snails.”

“Hmm. Snails. Great,” Solsham said. He was going to die stylish, armed, dangerous, and rich.

“Hmm,” said Eybnak, comically stroking his chin which his lenses made look undersized, “I’m afraid I’m not as loaded as the rest of you but if any you are willing to see the value in science, I suppose I can offer this—” he went on, dumping a weird deep red circle on a stick on the table— “which is my first and mildly successful attempt at crafting a device that allows the user to see and speak with ghosts.”

Solsham just about shit himself.


Chapter 2: The Lens of the Moment


Solsham did not win the third game. Eybnak the Optician won the third game. He made the same obnoxious remark about a shard of plate being stuck in one’s behind, just about himself this time. Solsham knew he was probably going to lose, but now that he had, found it exceptionally unjust, and his mouth was contorted in dismay under his beard and mustache.

“Incredible,” said Eybnak the Optician, luxuriously sliding his arms into the sleeves of Gavu’s purple coat and gripping the shaft of the ox-headed mace formerly known as Khuku’s awkwardly. “I may have to go on an adventure after all, now that I’m equipped. Just for fun, let’s see what my Lens of the Moment has to say about these treasures. Starting with this Grand Gowhar.

“What exactly could it have to say?” asked Solsham. “I thought it was for speaking with ghosts.”

“Ghosts don’t exist, of course, if we’re talking about souls lingering behind after death, so I was just being poetic,” Eybnak said, taking out the intriguing scarlet lens that he had managed to protect with a flurry of zeroes. “The way it actually works is based on how the mind of every person, at the moment of their death, screams out in realization of their doom. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a slow death from wasting away or an instant death from a sword blow, there’s always some sort of burst of awareness. That makes an impression on the immediate area, almost like a footprint. Just like you can use a footprint to determine which direction someone was walking, this lens can tell you what someone was thinking as they died, and I can tell you the results can be surprising— it goes beyond what was consciously on their mind. These crystals— true magical gems, not pretty rocks like a Grand Gowhar— along the rim should let you hear inside your own head what the thoughts were as long as you’re looking in the right spot.”

“That sounds harrowing,” said Tamur, scooching away from the table as if he were glad he had not won this trinket.

“You would think so, but often it’s just banal and benign,” said Eybnak. He leaned over the table and aimed the lens toward Solsham. “Solsham, get up from your chair.”

He did so, and watched with fascination as Eybnak hunched over the seat as if using a magnifying glass to look for individual hairs. “You can… hear something?”

“The man doing arrogant backflips before Solsham joined the table was confused about what evidence his killer had that he was either cheating at eskayjow or a pervert. The man who killed him was extremely embarrassed that he was clumsy in his weapon techniques and entirely forgetful of others; he was in disbelief that he was being killed by someone he had just killed. So you see, nothing we couldn’t have guessed for ourselves, since we watched it. But how about the jewel?” He returned to his seat and cradled the Grand Gowhar like a small animal and held the Lens of the Moment over it like he was feeding it from the bottle.
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