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A Soldier’s Coin
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Mikhail stared at the gold coin, clutched by the tiny lizard-like creature in his palm. The farrier he’d paid to re-shoe his horse nodded enigmatically.

‘Time fer wee beastie to move on,’ the man proponed in his deep voice. ‘Seems as others be needing of its good fortune. Fair travels to yer, soldier.’ He loaded the last of his gear into his cart, then clambered aboard. Clicking his tongue at his great shaggy mare, he issued a parting word of advice.

‘Yon beastie likes to travel. He’ll bring ye luck, but he’ll let ye know when he’s ready to move on. Don’t keep him, or yer luck will turn.’

His voice faded as his wheels crunched around the bend. Mikhail looked again at the creature in his hand, and wondered how he would explain this to the captain. I paid a farrier and he gave me a tiny winged lizard with my change. We have to take him with us for good luck until he’s ready to move on.

With a sinking feeling, he knew the squad couldn’t take any more bad luck, not after losing half its members at the Battle of Nancy. Even now some of the survivors might still not make it if he didn’t fulfil his orders and scout somewhere safe and warm for them to hole up for the rest of winter.

He straightened. Meric would know what to do. Meric had encountered magic in the past. Then he pursed his lips, feeling the fresh scab that pulled the skin near his mouth. The battle had been a close call for both of them, and his lover and best friend had been unusually distant since. Should Mikhail burden him with this?

‘Come on, little one,’ he told the creature, still clinging to its coin. He tucked it into his shirt, hoping it wouldn’t bite or scratch, but it seems to relish the warmth. ‘Let’s search a bit further then head back to the others. I still have a job to do.’
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‘CAPTAIN, WE CAN’T KEEP going like at this pace. Heinrich and Ehrhart need to recover from their wounds or we’ll lose them too,’ Meric declared as he caught up to Wolfgang, ignoring the ache from the still-fresh bruises.

His captain glowered, not breaking his stride. Each footfall crunched in icy mud, and the bleak grey sky threatened more snow. Meric thought of hot summers in Constantinople where he’d learnt to fight and swim and pray as a boy, and cursed the Swiss and the Burgundians for fighting their stupid war in the middle of winter.

‘Captain!’

‘We keep marching,’ Wolfgang turned on him and snarled. ‘Every verdammt soldier between here and Strasbourg is looking for somewhere to lick their wounds or spend their coin—the only way we’ll not freeze our balls off is if we can threaten some shitty village into letting us stay, so I want to be away from the competition!’

Meric grimaced. ‘March us much further and our frozen balls will be the least of our worries.’ He kept his voice low, glancing back at the men who trudged despondently behind them. When the flatbed wagon got stuck, the men would bend their backs to the task of shoving the wheel free, heedless of the groans from the injured two lying inside.

Hoof beats sounded ahead. Relief and concern mixed in Meric’s gut as he watched Mikhail canter into view. Idiot! Never knows when to slow down.

‘Captain!’ the younger man called. ‘There’s a large village up ahead, not five miles! News of Nancy hasn’t reached them, so no other companies must have come this way. They’ve two inns, and...’ he reined in his panting mare for the coup de grace, ‘They have a bandit problem, apparently.’ He flashed a grin at Meric, whose heart ached. He was still angry at Mikhail.
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