
ENDING AND BEGINNING
Jennifer Roberson

FOUR had died. Killed ruthlessly. Uselessly. Three, because they were intended as
examples to the others. The fourth, merely because he was alone, and Sancorran. The people of
Sancorra province had become fair game for the brutal patrols of Hecari soldiers, men
dispatched to ensure the Sancorran insurrection was thoroughly put down.

Insurrection. Ilona wished to spit. She believed it a word of far less weight than war, an
insufficiency in describing the bitter realities now reshaping the province. War was a hard,
harsh word, carrying a multiplicity of meanings. Such as death.

Four people, dead. Any one of them might have been her, had fate proved frivolous. She
was a hand-reader, a diviner, a woman others sought to give them their fortunes, to tell their
futures; and yet even she, remarkably gifted, had learned that fate was inseparably intertwined
with caprice. She could read a hand with that hand in front of her, seeing futures, interpreting
the fragments for such folk as lacked the gift. But it was also possible fate might alter its path,
the track she had parsed as leading to a specific future. Ilona had not seen any such thing as her
death at the hands of a Hecari patrol, but it had been possible.

Instead, she had lived. Three strangers, leaving behind a bitter past to begin a sweeter
future, had not. And a man with whom she had shared a bed in warmth and affection, if not
wild passion, now rode blanket-wrapped in the back of the karavan-master's wagon, cold in
place of warm.

The karavan, last of the season under Jorda, her employer, straggled to the edges of the
nameless settlement just after sun-down. Exhausted from the lengthy journey as well as its
tragedies, Ilona climbed down from her wagon, staggered forward, and began to unhitch the
team. The horses, too, were tired; the kara-van had withstood harrying attacks by Sancorran
refugees turned bandits, had given up coin and needed supplies as "road tax" to three different
sets of Hecari patrols until the fourth, the final, took payment in blood when told there was no
money left with which to pay. When the third patrol had exacted the "tax," Ilona wondered if
the karavan-master would suggest to the Hecari sol-diers that they might do better to go after
the bandits rather than harassing innocent Sancorrans fleeing the aftermath of war. But Jorda
had merely clamped his red-bearded jaw closed and paid up. It did not do to suggest anything
to the victorious enemy; Ilona had heard tales that they killed anyone who complained, were
they not paid the "tax."

Ilona saw it for herself when the fourth patrol arrived. Her hands went through the motions
of unhitching without direction from her mind, still picturing the journey. Poor Sancorra,
overrun by the foreigners called Hecari, led by a fearsome warlord, was being steadily
stripped of her wealth just as the citizens were being stripped of their holdings. Women were
widowed, children left fatherless, farmsteads burned, livestock rounded up and driven to
Hecari encampments to feed the enemy soldiers. Karavans that did not originate in Sancorra
were allowed passage through the province so long as their masters could prove they came
from other provinces—and paid tribute—but that passage was nonetheless a true challenge.
Jorda's two scouts early on came across the remains of several karavans that the master knew
to be led by foreigners like himself; the Hecari apparently were more than capable of killing



anyone they deemed Sancorran refugees, even if they manifestly were not. It was a simple
matter to declare anyone an enemy of their warlord.

Ilona was not Sancorran. Neither was Jorda, nor one of the scouts. But the other guide,
Tansit, was. And now his body lay in the back of a wagon, waiting for the rites that would send
his spirit to the Land of the Dead.

Wearily Ilona finished unhitching the team, pulling harness from the
sweat-slicked horses. Pungent, foamy lather dripped from flanks and shoulders. She
swapped out headstalls for halters, then led the team along the line of wagons to Janqueril, the
horse-master. The aging, balding man and his apprentices would tend the teams while everyone
else made their way into the tent-city settlement, looking for release from the tension of the trip.

And, she knew, to find other diviners who might tell a different tale of the future they faced
tomorrow, on the edge of unknown lands.

Ilona delivered the horses, thanked Janqueril, then pushed a fractious mass of curling dark
hair out of her face. Jorda kept three diviners in his employ, to make sure his karavans got
safely to their destinations and to serve any of his clients, but Tansit had always come to her.
He said he trusted her to be truthful with him. Hand-readers, though not uncommon, were not
native to Sancorra, and Tansit, like others, viewed her readings as more positive than those
given by Jorda's other two diviners. Ilona didn't know if that were true; only that she always
told her clients the good and the bad, rather than shifting the emphasis wholly to good.

She had seen danger in Tansit's callused hand. That, she had told him. And he had laughed,
said the only danger facing him were the vermin holes in the prairie, waiting to trap his horse
and take him down as well.

And so a vermin hole had trapped his horse, snapping a leg, and Tansit, walking back to
the karavan well behind him, was found by the Hecari patrol that paused long enough to kill
him, then continue on to richer pickings. By the time the karavan reached the scout, his features
were unrecognizable; Ilona knew him by his clothing and the color of his blood-matted hair.

So Tansit had told his own fortune without her assistance, and Ilona lost a man whom she
had not truly loved, but liked. Well enough to share his bed when the loneliness of her life sent
her to it. Men were attracted to her, but wary of her gift. Few were willing to sleep with a
woman who could tell a lover the day of his death.

At the end of journeys, Ilona's habit was to build a fire, lay a rug, set up a table, cushions,
and candles, then wait quietly for custom. At the end of a journey clients wished to consult
diviners for advice concerning the future in a new place. But this night, at the end of this
journey, Ilona forbore. She stood at the back of her wagon, clutching one of the blue-painted
spoke wheels, and stared sightlessly into the sunset.

Some little while later, a hand came down upon her shoulder. Large, wide, callused, with
spatulate fingers and oft-bruised or broken nails. She smelled the musky astringency of a
hard-working man in need of a bath; heard the inhaled, heavy breath; sensed, even without
reading that hand, his sorrow and compassion.

"He was a good man," Jorda said.
Ilona nodded jerkily.
"We will hold the rites at dawn."



She nodded again.
"Will you wish to speak?"
She turned. Looked into his face, the broad, bearded, seamed face of the man who

employed her, who was himself employed several times a season to lead karavans across the
wide plains of Sancorra to the edge of other provinces, where other karavans and their masters
took up the task. Jorda could be a hard man, but he was also a good man. In his green eyes she
saw grief that he had lost an employee, a valued guide, but also a friend. Tansit had scouted for
Jorda more years than she could count. More, certainly, than she had known either of them.

"Yes, of course," she told him.
Jorda nodded, seeking something in her eyes. But Ilona was expert at hiding her feelings.

Such things, if uncontrolled, could color the readings, and she had learned long before to mask
emotions. "I thank you," the master said. "It would please Tansit."

She thought a brace of tall tankards of foamy ale would please Tansit more. But words
would have to do. Words for the dead.

Abruptly she said, "I have to go."
Jorda's ruddy brows ran together. "Alone? Into this place? It's but a scattering of tents,

Ilona, not a true settlement. You would do better to come with me, and a few of the others.
After what happened on the road, it would be safer."

Safety was not what she craved. Neither was danger, and certainly not death, but she
yearned to be elsewhere than with Jorda and the others this night. How better to pay tribute to
Tansit than to drink a brace of tall tankards of foamy ale in his place?

Ilona forced a smile. "I'm going to Mikal's wine-tent. He knows me. I'll be safe
enough there."

Jorda's face cleared. "So you will. But ask someone to walk you back to your wagon later."
Ilona arched her brows. "It's not so often I must ask such a thing, Jorda! Usually they beg to

do that duty."
He understood the tone, and the intent. He relaxed fractionally, then presented her with a

brief flash of teeth mostly obscured by his curling beard. "Forgive me! I do know better." The
grin faded. "I think many of us will buy Tansit ale tonight."

She nodded as the big man turned and faded back into the twilight, returning to such duties
as were his at the end of a journey. Which left her duty to Tansit.

Ilona leaned inside her wagon and caught up a deep-dyed, blue-black shawl, swung it
around her shoulders, and walked through the ankle-keep dust into the tiny tent-city.

She had seen, in her life, many deaths. It rode the hands of all humans, though few could
read it, and fewer still could interpret the conflicting information. Ilona had never not been
able to see, to read, to interpret; when her family had come to comprehend that such a gift
would rule her life and thus their own, they had turned her out. She had been all of twelve
summers, shocked by their actions because she had not seen it in her own hand; had she read
theirs, she might have understood earlier what lay in store. In the fifteen years since they had
turned out their oldest daughter, Ilona had learned to trust no one but herself—though she was
given to understand that some people, such as Jorda, were less likely to send a diviner on her
way if she could serve their inter-estss. All karavans required diviners if they were to be truly



successful;  clients  undertaking journeys went nowhere without consulting any number
of diviners of all persuasions, and a kara-van offering readings along the way, rather than
depending on itinerant diviners drifting from settlement to settlement, stood to attract more
custom. Jorda was no fool; he hired Branca and Melior, and in time he hired her.

The night was cool. Ilona tightened her shawl and ducked her head against the errant breeze
teasing at her face. Mikal's wine-tent stood nearly in the center of the cluster of tents that
spread like vermin across the plain near the river. A year before there had been half as many;
next year, she did not doubt, the population would increase yet again. Sancorra province was
in utter disarray, thanks to the depredations of the Hecari; few would wish to stay, who had the
means to depart. It would provide Jorda with work as well as his hired diviners. But she
wished war were not the reason.

Mikal's wine-tent was one of many, but he had arrived early when the settlement had first
sprung up, a place near sweet water and good grazing, and not far from the border of the
neighboring province. It was a good place for karavans to halt overnight, and within weeks it
had become more than merely that. Now merchants put up tents, set down roots, and served a
populace that shifted shape nightly, trading familiar faces for those of strangers. Mikal's face
was one of the most familiar, and his tent a welcome distraction from the duties of the road.

Ilona took the path she knew best through the winding skeins of tracks and paused only
briefly in the spill of light from the tied-back door flap of Mikal's wine-tent. She smelled the
familiar odors of ale and wine, the tang of urine from men who sought relief rather too close to
the tent, the thick fug of male bodies far more interested in liquor than wash water. Only
rarely did women frequent Mikal's wine-tent; the female couriers, who were toughened by
experience on the province roads and thus able to deal with anything, and such women as
herself: unavailable for hire, but seeking the solace found in liquor-laced camaraderie. Ilona
had learned early on to appreciate ale and wine, and the value of the company of others no
more rooted than she was. Tansit had always spent his coin at Mikal's. Tonight, she would
spend hers in Tansit's name.

Ilona entered, pushing the shawl back from her head and shoulders. As always,
conversation paused as her presence was noted; then Mikal called out a cheery welcome, as
did two or three others who knew her. It was enough to warn off any man who might wish to
proposition her, establishing her right to remain unmolested. This night, she appreciated it
more than usual.

She sought and found a small table near a back corner, arranging skirts deftly as she settled
upon a stool. Within a matter of moments Mikal arrived, bearing a guttering candle in a
pierced-tin lantern. He set it down upon the table, then waited.

Ilona drew in a breath. "Ale," she said, relieved when her voice didn't waver. "Two
tankards, if it please you. Your best."

"Tansit?" he asked in his deep, slow voice.
It was not a question regarding a man's death, but his anticipated arrival. Ilona discovered

she could not, as yet, speak of the former, and thus relied upon the latter. She nodded
confirmation, meeting his dark blue eyes without hesitation. Mikal nodded also, then took his
bulk away to tend the order.

She found herself plaiting the fringes of her shawl, over and over again. Irritated, Ilona



forcibly stopped herself from continuing the nervous habit. When Mikal brought the tankards,
she lifted her own in both hands, downed several generous swallows, then carefully fingered
away the foam left to linger upon her upper lip. Two tankards upon the table. One: her own.
The other was Tansit's. When done with her ale, she would leave coin enough for two
tankards, but one would remain untouched. And then the truth would be known. The tale
spread. But she would be required to say nothing, to no one.

Ah, but he had been a good man. She had not wished to wed him, though he had asked; she
had not expected to bury him either.

At dawn, she would attend the rites. Would speak of his life, and of his death.
Tansit had never been one known for his attention to time. But he was not a man given to

passing up ale when it was waiting. Ilona drank down her tankard slowly and deliberately,
avoiding the glances, the stares, and knew well enough when whispers began of Tansit's
tardiness in joining her.

There were two explanations: they had quarreled, or one of them was dead. But their
quarrels never accompanied them into a wine-tent.

She drank her ale, clearly not dead, while Tansit's tankard remained undrunk. Those who
were not strangers understood. At tables other than hers, in the sudden, sharp silence of
comprehension, fresh tankards were ordered. Were left untouched. Tribute to the man so many
of them had known.

Tansit would have appreciated how many tankards were ordered. Though he also would
have claimed it a waste of good ale that no one drank.

Ilona smiled, imagining his words. Seeing his expression.
She swallowed the last of her ale and rose, thinking ahead to the bed in her wagon. But then

a body blocked her way, altering the fall of smoky light, and she looked into the face of a
stranger.

In the ocherous illumination of Mikal's lantern, his face was ruddy-gold. "I'm told the guide
is dead."

A stranger indeed, to speak so plainly to the woman who had shared the dead man's bed.
He seemed to realize it. To regret it. A grimace briefly twisted his mouth. "Forgive me. But

I am badly in need of work."
Ilona gathered the folds of her shawl even as she gathered patience. "The season is ended.

And I am not the one to whom you should apply. Jorda is the karavan-master."
"I'm told he is the best."
"Jorda is—Jorda." She settled the shawl over the crown of her head, shrouding untamed

ringlets. "Excuse me."
He turned only slightly, giving way. "Will you speak to him for me?"
Ilona paused, then swung back. "Why? I know nothing of you."
His smile was charming, his gesture self-deprecating. "Of course. But I could acquaint

you."
A foreigner, she saw. Not Sancorran, but neither was he Hercari. In candlelight his hair

was a dark, oiled copper, bound back in a multiplicity of braids. She saw the glint of beads in
those braids, gold and silver; heard the faint chime and clatter of ornamentation. He wore
leather tunic and breeches, and from the outer seams of sleeves and leggings dangled shell- and



bead-weighted fringe. Indeed, a stranger, to wear what others, in time of war, might construe as
wealth.

"No need to waste your voice," she said. "Let me see your hand."
It startled him. Arched brows rose. "My hand?"
She matched his expression. "Did they not also tell you what I am?"
"The dead guide's woman."
The pain was abrupt and sharp, then faded as quickly as it had come. The dead guide's

woman. True, that. But much more. And it might be enough to buy her release from a stranger.
"Diviner," she said. "There is no need to tell me anything of yourself, when I can read it in your
hand."

She sensed startlement and withdrawal, despite that the stranger remained before
her, very still. His eyes were dark in the frenzied play of guttering shadows. The hand she
could see, loose at his side, abruptly closed. Sealed itself against her. Refusal. Denial.
Self-preservation.

"It is a requirement," she told him, "of anyone who wishes to hire on with Jorda."
His face tightened. Something flickered deep in his eyes. She thought she saw a hint of red.
"You'll understand," Ilona hid amusement behind a businesslike tone, "that Jorda must be

careful. He can't afford to hire just anyone. His clients trust him to guard their safety. How is he
to know what a stranger intends?"

"Rhuan," he said abruptly.
She heard it otherwise: Ruin. "Oh?"
"A stranger who gives his name is no longer a stranger."
"A stranger who brings ruination is an enemy."
"Ah." His grin was swift. He repeated his name more slowly, making clear what it was,

and she heard the faint undertone of an accent.
She echoed it. "Rhuan." 
"I need the work."
Ilona eyed him. Tall, but not a giant. Much of his strength, she thought, resided beneath his

clothing, coiled quietly away. Not old, not young, but somewhere in the middle,
indistinguishable. Oddly alien in the light of a dozen lanterns, for all his smooth features were
arranged in a manner women undoubtedly found pleasing. On another night, she might; but
Tansit was newly dead, and this stranger—Rhuan—kept her from her wagon, where she
might grieve in private.

"Have you guided before?"
"Not here. Elsewhere."
"It is a requirement than you know the land."
"I do know it."
"Here?"
"Sancorra. I know it." He lifted one shoulder in an eloquent shrug. "On a known road,

guiding is less a requirement than protection. That, I can do very well."
Something about him suggested it was less a boast than the simple truth.



"And does anyone know you?"
He turned slightly, glancing toward the plank set upon barrels where Mikal held

sovereignty, and she saw Mikal watching them.
She saw also the slight lifting of big shoulders, a smoothing of his features into a

noncommittal expression. Mikal told her silently there was nothing of the stranger he knew that
meant danger, but nothing much else either.

"The season is ended," Ilona repeated. "Speak to Jorda of the next one, if you wish, but
there is no work for you now."

"In the midst of war," Rhuan said, "I believe there is. Others will wish to leave. Your
master would do better to extend the season."

Jorda had considered it, she knew. Tansit had spoken of it. And if the master did extend the
season, he would require a second guide. Less for guiding than for protection, with Hecari
patrols harrying the roads.

Four people, dead.
Ilona glanced briefly at the undrunk tankard. "Apply to Jorda," she said. "It's not for me to

say." Something perverse within her flared into life, wanting to wound the man before her who
was so vital and alive, when another was not. "But he will require you to be read. It needn't be
me."

His voice chilled. "Most diviners are charlatans." Indeed, he was a stranger; no true-born
Sancorran would speak so baldly. 

"Some," she agreed. "There are always those who prey upon the weak of mind. But there
are also those who practice an honest art." 

"You?"
Ilona affected a shrug every bit as casual as his had been. "Allow me your hand,

and then you'll know, won't you?" 
Once again he clenched it. "No."
"Then you had best look elsewhere for employment." She had learned to use her body and

used it now, sliding past him before he might block her way again. She sensed the stirring in
his limbs, the desire to reach out to her, to stop her; sensed also when he decided to let her go.

It began not far from Mikal's wine-tent. Ilona had heard its like before and recognized at
once what was happening. The grunt of a man taken unawares, the bitten-off inhalation, the
repressed blurt of pain and shock; and the hard, tense breathing of the assailants. Such attacks
were not unknown in settlements such as this, composed of strangers desperate to escape the
depredations of the Hecari. Desperate enough, some of them, to don the brutality of the enemy
and wield its weapon.

Ilona stepped more deeply into shadow. She was a woman, and alone. If she interfered, she
invited retribution. Jorda had told her to ask for escort on the way to the wagons. In her haste to
escape the stranger in Mikal's tent, she had dismissed it from her mind. Safety lay in secrecy.
But Tansit was dead, and at dawn she would attend his rites and say the words. If she did
nothing, would another woman grieve? Would another woman speak the Words of the rite



meant to carry the spirit to the Land of the Dead?
Then she was running toward the noise. "Stop! Stop!"
Movement. Men. Bodies. Ilona saw shapes break apart; saw a body fall. Heard the curses

meant for her. But she was there, telling them to stop, and for a wonder they did.
And then she realized, as they faded into darkness, that she had thought too long and arrived

too late. His wealth was untouched, the beading in the braids and fringe, but his life was taken.
She saw the blood staining his throat, the knife standing up from his ribs. Garotte to make him
helpless, knife to kill him.

He lay sprawled beneath the stars, limbs awry, eyes open and empty, the comely features
slack.

She had seen death before. She recognized his.
Too late. Too late.
She should go fetch Mikal. There had been some talk of establishing a Watch, a group of

men to walk the paths and keep what peace there was. Ilona didn't know if a Watch yet existed;
but Mikal would come, would help her tend the dead.

A stranger in Sancorra. What rites were his?
Shaking, Ilona knelt. She did not go to fetch Mikal. Instead she sat beside a man whose

name she barely knew, whose hand she hadn't read, and grieved for them both. For them all.
For the men, young and old, dead in the war.

In the insurrection.
But there was yet a way. She had the gift. Beside him, Ilona gathered up one slack hand.

His future had ended, but there was yet a past. It faded already, she knew, as the warmth of the
body cooled, but if she practiced the art before he was cold, she would learn what she needed
to know. And then he also would have the proper rites. She would make certain of it.

Indeed, the hand cooled. Before morning the fingers would stiffen, even as Tansit's had.
The spirit, denied a living body, would attenuate, then fade.

There was little light, save for the muddy glow of lanterns within a hundred tents. Ilona
would be able to see nothing of the flesh, but she had no need. Instead, she lay her fingers
gently upon his palm and closed her eyes, tracing the pathways there, the lines of his life.

Maelstrom.
Gasping, Ilona fell back. His hand slid from hers. Beneath it, beneath the touch of his flesh,

the fabric of her skirt took flame.
She beat it with her own hands, then clutched at and heaped powdery earth upon it. The

flame quenched itself, the thread of smoke dissipated. But even as it did so, as she realized the
fabric was whole, movement startled her.

The stranger's hand, that she had grasped to read, closed around the knife standing
up from his ribs. She heard a sharply indrawn breath, and something like a curse, and the faint
clattered chime of the beads in his braids. He raised himself up on one elbow and stared at her.

This time, she heard the curse clearly. Recognized the grimace. Knew what he would say: I
wasn't truly dead.

But he was. Had been.



He pulled the knife from his ribs, inspected the blade a moment, then tossed it aside with an
expression of distaste. Ilona's hands, no longer occupied with putting out the flame that had
come from his flesh, folded themselves against her skirts. She waited.

He saw her watching him. Assessed her expression. Tried the explanation she anticipated.
"I wasn't—"

"You were."
He opened his mouth to try again. Thought better of it. Looked at her hands folded into

fabric. "Are you hurt?"
"No. Are you?"
His smile was faint. "No."
She touched her own throat. "You're bleeding."
He sat up. Ignored both the slice encircling his neck and the wound in his ribs. His eyes on

her were calm, too calm. She saw an odd serenity there, and rueful acceptance that she had
seen what, obviously, he wished she hadn't seen.

"I'm Shoia," he said.
No more than that. No more was necessary.
"Those are stories," Ilona told him. "Legends."
He seemed equally amused as he was resigned. "Rooted in truth."
Skepticism showed. "A living Shoia?"
"Now," he agreed, irony in his tone. "A moment ago, dead. But you know that."
"I touched your hand, and it took fire."
His face closed up. Sealed itself against her. His mouth was a grim, unrelenting line.
"Is that a Shoia trait, to burn the flesh a diviner might otherwise read?"
The mouth parted. "It's not for you to do."
Ilona let her own measure of irony seep into her tone. "And well warded, apparently."
"They wanted my bones," he said. "It's happened before."
She understood at once. "Practitioners of the Kantica." Who burned bones for the auguries

found in ash and grit. Legend held Shoia bones told truer, clearer futures than anything else. But
no one she knew of used actual Shoia bones.

He knew what she was thinking. "There are a few of us left," he told her. "But we keep it to
ourselves. We would prefer to keep our bones clothed in flesh."

"But I have heard no one murders a Shoia. That anyone foolish enough to do so inherits
damnation."

"No one knowingly murders a Shoia," he clarified. "But as we apparently are creatures of
legend, who would believe I am?"

Nor did it matter. Dead was dead, damnation or no. "These men intended to haul you out to
the anthills," Ilona said. Where the flesh would be stripped away, and the bones collected for
sale to Kantic diviners. "They couldn't know you are Shoia, could they?"

He gathered braids fallen forward and swept them back. "I doubt it. But it doesn't matter. A
charlatan would buy the bones and claim them Shoia, thus charging even more for the



divinations. Clearer visions, you see."
She did see. There were indeed charlatans, false diviners who victimized the vulnerable

and gullible. How better to attract trade than to boast of Shoia bones?
"Are you?" she asked. "Truly?"
Something flickered in his eyes. Flickered red. His voice hardened. "You looked into my

hand."
And had seen nothing of his past nor his future save maelstrom.
"Madness," she said, not knowing she spoke aloud.
His smile was bitter.
Ilona looked into his eyes as she had looked into his hand. "Are you truly a guide?"
The bitterness faded. "I can be many things. Guide is one of them."
Oddly, it amused her to say it. "Dead man?"
He matched her irony. "That, too. But I would prefer not." He stood up then; somehow, he

brought her up with him. She faced him there in the shadows beneath the stars. "It isn't infinite,
the resurrection."

"No?"
"Seven times," he said. "The seventh is the true death."
"And how many times was this?"
The stranger showed all his fine white teeth in a wide smile. "That, we never tell."
"Ah." She understood. "Mystery is your salvation."
"Well, yes. Until the seventh time. And then we are as dead as anyone else. Bury us, burn

us . . ." He shrugged. "It doesn't matter. Dead is dead. It simply comes more slowly."
Ilona shook out her skirts, shedding dust. "I know what I saw when I looked into your hand.

But that was a shield, was it not? A ward against me."
"Against a true diviner, yes."
It startled her; she was accustomed to others accepting her word. "You didn't believe me?"
He said merely, "Charlatans abound."
"But you are safe from charlatans."
He stood still in the darkness and let her arrive at the conclusion.
"But not from me," she said.
"Shoia bones are worth coin to charlatans," he said. "A Kantic diviner could make his

fortune by burning my bones. But a true Kantic diviner—"
"—could truly read your bones."
He smiled, wryly amused. "And therefore I am priceless."
Ilona considered it. "One would think you'd be more careful. Less easy to kill."
"I was distracted."
"By—?"
"You," he finished. "I came out to persuade you to take me to your master. To make the

introduction."



"Ah, then I am being blamed for your death."
He grinned. "For this one, yes."
"And I suppose the only reparation I may pay is to introduce you to Jorda."
The grin flashed again. Were it not for the slice upon his neck and the blood staining his

leather tunic, no one would suspect this man had been dead only moments before.
Ilona sighed, recalling Tansit. And his absence. "I suppose Jorda might have some use for a

guide who can survive death multiple times."
"At least until the seventh," he observed dryly.
"If I read your hand, would I know how many you have left?"
He abruptly thrust both hands behind his back, looking mutinous, reminding her for all the

world of a child hiding booty. Ilona laughed.
But she had read his hand, if only briefly. And seen in it conflagration.
Rhuan, he had said.
Ruin, she had echoed.
She wondered if she were right.


