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“N
o bloodshed!” Anan had insisted
unreasonably. Berthold could still
hear the Karaite’s loud and nasally

accented whine. And when had that been? It seemed
like hours ago. Berthold punches another rioter in the
forehead with a mailed fist. The man stops, goes cross-
eyed, and keels over as Berthold ran to tackle anoth-
er rioter just as he is throwing a burning brand over
the compound wall.

This is getting cumbersome, not to mention tire-
some. Houses all over the quarter are in flames, and
drunk rioters are running in all directions hollering
and shouting at the top of their lungs, competing
with the roar of the burning thatch
next door. Berthold wonders
how his companions are
doing, as he watches
warily a cluster of
young toughs of
dubious sobri-
ety. They are
o b v i o u s l y
trying to
nerve each
other up to
charge him en
masse.

B e r t h o l d
backs up and pulls
out his sword. The
incipient charge stalls
and dissolves as its lead ele-
ments recoil at the glint of steel in
the torch light. The noisome cluster backs off
and slowly edges past the knight under cover of fake
bravado taunts and insults, all the while keeping well
out of sword range, of course.

Let them attack another house, Berthold mutters
to himself as he sheathes his weapon, only to be beat-
en about the head and shoulders from behind by an
angry broom wielding crone who has somehow
appeared out of nowhere, and who seems to be taking
great exception to him in the unfathomable local
dialect. He ignores her. He may have sold his soul to
those damned wizards, but there was no way he was
going to lower himself to fighting old women. At least
they provided decent armor. He hardly felt anything.

By St. Catherine’s garters, if it had not been for
that accursed chamber pot incident, he would still be
riding the tournament circuit and making a decent
living as a lordless knight should. Instead, he now
finds himself owing more silver than he is likely to see
in a lifetime, and has been reduced to earning his
bread incognito as a hired sword for a mongrel clutch
of bickering, over-educated spell mongers. And now
they have him standing street guard duty for a house-
hold of damned usurers — the indignity of it all!

A loud rhythmic thumping catches his attention.
Pushing “Granny” aside, Berthold looks around the

corner at the front of the compound. That
drunken tavern crew is back again,

trying to force the gate in
with a heavy table.

There are too many
of them now.

Unsure what to
do, Berthold
just stands
there finger-
ing his
sword pom-
mel. The

gate doors
seem to be

resisting unnat-
urally well.

“ U n n a t u r a l l y ”
indeed, he smiles. Even

sorcery has its uses.
The assailants seem undeterred

at first by their lack of success.  Possibly, because
of the darkness, they seem unaware of how little
progress they are making. Suddenly one of them
points at Berthold. The improvised ram falls to the
ground and the pack hightails it down the darkened
street. At least he is beginning to earn some respect
from this rabble. Turning around, however, he is
quickly deflated. He spots a party of mounted knights
making its way down the narrow street in full armor.
Berthold is not sure whether this is good or bad, but
hopes the magi will let him in in any case. This is get-
ting to be far more than he is willing to handle by
himself.
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