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Egey Bashi paused in the doorway and glanced around the audience chamber. The boy, Mik, was waiting as instructed, standing at the far end. He looked so small and skinny against the large arched window. As Egey Bashi strode toward him, his eyes inadvertently sought out the fading rope imprints, two deep scars across each wrist and one at the base of the neck. There were more, he knew, hidden under the boy’s loose outfit.

People could be such animals at times. So fortunate that Egey Bashi had happened to wander deeper into the caves in his search of the black trabecular fungus used in some of his more potent potions.

He cursed as the edge of his long robe caught on a dented flagstone. Damn the official garb. No man should ever be forced to wear a white floor-length frock with ridiculously long sleeves, a sorry excuse for a cloak. At least he should feel grateful for the recently earned lock-and-key embroidery on his left shoulder that signified his promotion from an apprentice to a full Initiate rank within the Order of Keepers.

As he approached, Mik calmly returned his glance. Not for the first time, Egey Bashi marveled at how this child held himself. Where did this half-starved groundling, no older than twelve, get such an air of superiority that made Egey Bashi, an accomplished scholar and ten years his senior, feel like a boy?

“Nervous?” he asked.

“Should I be?”

Egey Bashi crossed his arms on his chest. “The Majat Guild sent a Diamond-ranked warrior to test you. Aghat Arin.”

The boy squared his shoulders. “Is that supposed to impress me?”

Egey Bashi shrugged, watching the boy. Mik looked tense as a string. And well he should be. A Diamond Majat was like a one-man army, an elite mercenary only a king could afford. Egey Bashi’s own curiosity was tinged with nervousness. How was one supposed to talk to a person who could kill you with a casual flick of a hand?

“Yes, it’s damned well supposed to impress you,” he said. “These men are like royalty within their Guild. The Majat only have a few that ever achieve this rank. The fact that they’ve sent one here for your sake is an honor.”

He regretted the harshness of his tone as soon as the words escaped his lips. Mik had seen far too much abuse for a child his age, more than anyone should ever bear. If only Egey Bashi could learn who did this to him. But the boy clammed up every time the subject came up. In fact, for a while after his arrival everyone at the White Citadel had believed him to be mute.

Mik’s eyes trailed to the Keeper’s belt where the hilt of his concealed weapon protruded from the folds of his robe. “What kind of a weapon is this?”

Egey Bashi sighed. No matter what his conversations with Mik were about, in the end it all came back to weapons.

“It’s called ‘shektal’.”

“May I see it?”

Egey Bashi reached to his belt to remove the whip-like weapon, its main length a long string of overlapping double-edged steel links. Deep inside, he didn’t feel surprised. Mik must have inspected every weapon in sight during the last couple of weeks, after the healers released him from their care. He was good with most of them, too. Egey Bashi wondered if handling a weapon made this boy calm down, like a personal form of meditation.

He handed it to the boy. “Be careful not to—”

Words froze on his lips as the whip came alive in the boy’s hand. The long streak of steel unfolded to its full length, its sharp end biting into an unlit torch fixed on the wall, chipping off a long sliver of wood.

“Not bad,” Mik said, flicking the weapon into a folded state with a casual wrist movement.

Egey Bashi released a breath he didn’t realize he was holding. “I thought you said you’ve never seen one before.”

“I haven’t.”

“Then how did you...”

Mik shrugged. “It feels exactly like a whip.”

“A dangerous one. One can do serious damage with it.”

“Yes.” The boy’s blue eyes slid over the chipped torch with an expression that looked suspiciously similar to satisfaction.

“Is there any weapon you aren’t good with?” Egey Bashi asked.
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