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If it hadn’t been for the whore in the marketplace, Meric and Mikhail never would have found work. Mercenaries were viewed suspiciously by the good burgers of Regensburg, and for good reason. Mercenaries who blew in from the east, reeking of Slavic customs and Ottoman influences, were judged even more harshly than the usual good-for-naught-but-killing, hard-faced soldiers of fortune who clustered in bars and brothels, seeking war and work.

Fleeing Hungary and the wrath of Prince Vlad Dracula, Meric and Mikhail had journeyed to the Germanies. Regensburg had a reputation for mercenary recruitment.

“Let’s try another tavern,” Meric suggested when an afternoon’s drinking had proved fruitless. They crossed the marketplace, looking for another drinking den. Mikhail stopped and inhaled, taking in the scent of roasted chestnuts and spiced pastries from a nearby food cart. The light was failing as dark clouds rolled in and the air sizzled with static. Several stallholders persisted despite the imminent storm, shouting end-of-day clearance prices as they hastened to shift their wares.

“You lads look far from home,” a woman’s voice broke through Mikhail’s reverie. He didn’t want to keep drinking—he wanted a bowl of stew and a private room where he could worship his lover’s body—but they needed to find work, and for soldiers that meant drinking.

“Not far enough!” Meric joked.

The brunette sauntered over from the mouth of the alley where she had been loitering, swaying her hips and smiling. “Near or far, you could use a bit o’ comfort, I’m sure. Do you a good price for the both of you?” Now that she was close, Mikhail could see how thin she was, despite the way she thrust her bosom forwards in her low cut dress. Her nose was crooked, like it had been broken in the past, but she couldn’t have been any older than him. Whores aged badly.
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