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The boy was annoying
him again. Originally, Booth felt sorry for the little orphaned
runt, but tonight it took every measure of restraint to not haul
off and smack the snot off the kid’s filthy face.

That was the one good thing in all this: the
pestering would stop soon enough.

“Why are you just sitting there?” The youth,
on both feet, was even with Booth’s head; he couldn’t have been
more than ten. “You can still do something! Night is
falling. It’d be easy for you to steal away in the
dark!”

Booth just continued to gaze silently at the
clouds. They flowed with urgency through the sky above the
fall-yellowed rolling hills around the village. Like travelers who
found themselves in this desolate corner of the kingdom, the wispy
veils wanted to move on to civilization as quickly as possible.

The kid had found Booth, savoring the best
wine this sorry place had to offer, feet extended and crossed at
the ankles as he sat on a crate in front of the inn, washed-out
blue eyes trained on the sky. There was a breeze tickling the
dense, iron-gray stubble on his chiseled jaw. It blew the dank
stench of sedentary people away from his blunt, wide nose and down
the dirt road that split the village in half.

“You can’t give up now! Frost, he’s
the huntsman who lives at the edge of town, he knows every rock and
tree out there, and surely he’d be willing to—”

“Shut up.” Booth directed the words to a
thin, wispy cirrus in the air above him. He watched as the fading
sun transformed it from ivory to the color of parchment. The dying
illumination of early evening made his wrinkles softer and veiled
the ghastly scar that ran the length of his forearm.

The kid danced around with nervous energy,
like a mongrel you’d throw rocks at, oblivious to the fact that his
presence was not welcome. “You need to—”

“You need to drop it.” Booth broke
his study of the heavens to cut the boy off. “Look, kid. I never,
for a second, thought that it would end any differently than it’s
going to tomorrow. If I sneak away tonight, it’ll just be in a
different village next week. Or next month. But it will
happen. And there’s no longer any point in delaying it.”

“It doesn’t need to happen now! There are at
least five thousand men out there; you’ll have no chance this way.
But the next time, there might be better odds—”

“Tomorrow at this time,” Booth replied in a
voice as subtle as a tree splintering in a gale, “I damn well
guarantee you there will be significantly less than five
thousand men out there.”

The kid paused his dodging for a second as
his mind constructed new arguments. Booth took another sip of wine
and resumed his study of the magic in the sky. The clouds had grown
fiery at their edges, mottled with strokes of shadow in their
depths.

Booth fully understood that Mongrel-boy felt
some sort of attachment to him, but had no idea why. He didn’t
concern himself with the workings of people’s minds, didn’t sense
the contempt that the youth held for his fellow villagers, how he
felt like the only sheep in the herd capable of feeling outrage and
taking action. Booth didn’t bother to ask why the boy was an
orphan, didn’t learn that both their histories were defined by the
murder of those they loved.
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