Evens with Gubbitch - Extract from the adventure, Obsidian

16th February

Northern Ithilien
Gubbitch arrived at his usual time, just as the dishes from supper were being cleared away. He ate with his fellow orcs before visiting the inn. By missing out on the hobbits' cooking, he was guaranteed a sack full of leftovers and treats to take back to the camp later. To his way of thinking, this was not exploiting the kindness of hobbit folk, but rather making sure his lads got as well fed as he.

Searching the room for Celebsul, Gubbitch was only mildly surprised to see the man seated alongside his friend. Trying not to be irritated that Darien's presence would distract from the cribbage grudge match, the orc ambled over to join them. 

After scrambling onto a chair, Gubbitch looked up at the man and asked with his usual frankness, "Wot thy 'ere for?"

Darien peered down his nose. "In an attempt to win you some legal rights."

"Ah suppose that's better than tryin' ter kill me. But wot if ah dunt want legal reets?"

"It isn't a matter of choice. If I can win legal rights, you get them, whether you want them or not." Darien stated testily.

'Mm, sounds as though 'e's not 'ad too much fun lately,' Gubbitch thought. The orc decided to amend this. "Well mebbe ah dunt want 'em an' mebbe neither does me lads. Thee leave us alowan. Get theesen summat else ter pass thee time. Me an' Cel 'ere are gonna 'ave a game o' cribbage."

Darien frowned with frustration. "But of all people, I need you to be a witness!" 

"Wot's it worth?" The orc peered up through one black, beady eye while the other hid inside a wrinkled eyelid.

Briefly examined the ceiling, Darien drew a deep breath. "What will it take?"

"Beat me at cribbage."

The man's glance shot first to the elf then to the orc. "I've never played cribbage!"

"Wot does tha play?"

Thinking back through many years, Darien finally arrived at a game he once excelled at. "'Evens' … but I don't suppose you have the tiles here?" It was not very commonly played, requiring considerable mathematical ability.

"Aye, we do," Gubbitch admitted merrily. "Though there's not many dare tek me on at that, barrin' young Aerio."

"I'll take you on, but only if we play the 'Extreme' version," Darien challenged.

With a broad grin, Gubbitch agreed. "Fine by me. Wot's odds?" 

"Two gold pieces against you providing honest witness to the Grand Council."

"Ten."

"Three is my maximum."

"Eight, or ah won't bother."

"Four, and that's it."

"Mek it five and we'll call it evens," Gubbitch chuckled.

"If you call five even, I'm not in much danger of losing. Five it is."

"Good," Gubbitch responded, then called for the Balrog to bring the tiles.

~~~

Gubbitch and Darien sat opposite each other at a cleared table. After shaking the box in which the Evens pieces were stored, Celebsul opened it, blindly selected one tile which he put in his pocket. He then took another and laid it on the table, face-up so that the three spots on the surface were visible. This detour from the standard game was an important part of the 'Extreme' version. An expert in a two-player match could memorise all the tiles that were played and thus, when they were down to the last few, predict accurately what the other player held. The unknown tile in the elf's pocket added an element of doubt. The second tile, to restore an equal number to be randomly allocated to the contestants, provided the match's starting point.

Gubbitch won the toss and elected to go first. As the orc and man began playing, Celebsul kept a tally of the scores on a scrap of paper. It was not a game that appealed to him usually, in any of its various forms, but he was enthralled to observe these two vying; he could almost hear the mental cogwheels whirring. Each tile sported from one to twelve spots on its surface. Gubbitch and Darien took turns to lay the pieces end-to-end. In the version they were playing, when the tile placed against a previous one resulted in an even sum of the spots, Celebsul added the multiple of both tiles to the player's score. But, if the sum was odd, he subtracted the multiple. Normally, the player who accumulated the most points won. By the 'Extreme' rules however, the player with an even score would win if the other ended up with an odd total, no matter how high.

The scores remained very close as the first few tiles grew into a long, snaking line. Aerio brought fresh tankards of ale across, peering at Gubbitch's tiles. Then the young elf encircled the table to look at Darien's. Finally he leant over Celebsul's shoulder, reading the scores. "Mm," was his only comment as he turned to pull up a nearby stool.

Darien possessed a clear lead by the time the last few tiles remained. Quite an audience looked on: several elves, Milo the hobbit, a pair of rangers, and a trio of travellers who were staying at the inn. Aerio wore a smirk that would grace the face of a cat left alone in a dairy parlour. Reflecting on this, Celebsul concluded that the young elf knew of some trick or other that one of the players was holding in reserve. 

The common room fell remarkably quiet as the game drew towards its end. Gubbitch and Darien held just two tiles each, and it was the orc's turn. Keeping a close tally, Darien was certain that Gubbitch was holding two twelves. The other alternative would be a one and a twelve. He confirmed just a short while ago that the orc could not still own an odd tile. Darien had manipulated a situation with a seven at each end of the line. His opponent responded with a ten, thus losing seventy points. If the orc possessed a one, he would surely have played it then. 

Gubbitch placed a twelve next to the two, ignoring the uneven five at the other end. Examining the tiles in his hand, a three and a four, Darien made the only sensible choice. He would put the four alongside the twelve, a game-winning move. The alternative would allow Gubbitch to place his final tile alongside the previous twelve, thereby gaining one hundred and forty four, and overtaking Darien's total. Glancing briefly at the orc's inscrutable face, Darien positioned his penultimate tile and smiled. His accumulated score, plus forty-eight, minus the three twelves that would result from the final piece, left him with an even total that was beyond the reach of any move left to the orc. 

So why was Gubbitch grinning? With an inward groan, Darien finally understood the skill and cunning of his opponent. The orc wasn't playing for the highest score. That was why he had been willing to sacrifice seventy points rather than waste the tile with one spot that the gnarled hand now placed next to the four.

"Minus four points to me," the orc announced and winked cheerfully at Darien. "Ah think tha'll find it a lowish score … but not in the least odd. Now let's see thy last move." 

Gubbitch gambled on Darien's apparent tendency to play the high numbers early. The man could be holding either a twelve or a three, but Gubbitch felt certain of the three. So, the choice at one end was three and one, and at the other, three and five, in either case, an uneven multiple which would impose its oddness on Darien's impressive final score.

Taking a pouch from his pocket, Darien counted out five golden coins and placed them before Gubbitch along with the last tile. He conceded with grace, "That was the best planned Evens strategy I have ever witnessed."

The small crowd, who had remained stone-like in the tense final moments, broke into cheers, patted the backs of the two players then dispersed to their own seats.  

Celebsul retrieved the twelve-tile from his pocket and dropped it amongst the others. Taking up the box, he started to stack the pieces inside. Meanwhile, Gubbitch giggled gleefully as he examined the valuable coins and Darien sat in glum contemplation.

"What tha lookin' so sad abaht? It were a good game. Thy want thee coins back?"

Darien shook his head. "No, you won them fairly and it was a pleasure to be matched against such a skilful player. It is not so much what I lost, but what I failed to win."

Huffing, Gubbitch responded, "Did ah ever say ah wouldn't be a witness?"

A frown creased Darien's brow and his eyes narrowed. "You certainly implied as much."

"Ah were just joshin'. Tha's such a miserable chuff, ah thought tha could do wi' some fun."

"Fun!" The man could hardly catch his breath. "You call it fun to make me think I would be without one of the most important witnesses? Or maybe it was fun to hand over my gold?"

"Thy enjoyed game."

Opening his mouth to refute this, Darien realised that the orc was right. "True," he accepted, and started to rise to his feet. "I'll buy another round of drinks."

"Tha sit thee down. Ah'll buy ale. Ah'm feelin' generous."

Much later, Gubbitch set off home with his newly acquired gold, a bag of food, and a glowing smile on his face. Watching him leave from the porch, Darien felt more relaxed and optimistic. He would be meeting the band of orcs tomorrow, and from what Gubbitch reported, some of the 'lads' would have useful information.

