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      The Baker's Lifemark is a warm, romantic fantasy of chosen paths, unexpected belonging, and the surprising places where passion — and bread — can take you.

      In Cantel Kingdom, the choice of a magical lifemark defines your soul’s purpose. Yet Direena hates her fate as a baker and flees her overbearing family to join a wagon train heading north. Leaving her ovens cold and her lifemark behind feels like freedom at last. Meeting Bayard, the head drover, promises a bright road ahead.

      But the road has other plans. As the miles mount, a mysterious fog descends on Direena's mind — and only a renegade monk holds the answer: a lifemark as true as hers cannot be outrun. To deny it is to lose herself entirely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Show your mark.”

      Direena reluctantly turned her wrist and slid her glove down. Wishing the darkness of the dockside bar would hide the hated thing.

      “What’s that one?”

      Direena looked at her own wrist in surprise. Her lifemark outline was such a part of her world that she couldn’t imagine not recognizing it. “A brick oven with flames inside. I’m a baker.” That last word tasted like old sawdust on her tongue. It had appeared upon her wrist the moment she’d chosen her lifemark a year ago today on the first day of her maturity as an adult.

      “Baker? New one on me,” the big man grunted barely louder than the dozens of other conversations that seemed to shake the ancient dust from the rafters with equal measures of laughter and curses. Had she been half a step farther away, she’d not have heard him. Someone had pointed him out as the boss of the wagon train she’d seen loading in the port, but she hadn’t heard his name in the ruckus.

      Heavy clay mugs of brew thumped onto the bar. Laughter as someone missed the target completely in a game of knives—his blade sticking hard in the battered old wood of the wall near a man too soused to notice.

      “Got me a cook already. Don’t need a baker. Sorry, lass.”

      “I don’t need one either. My mother did.”

      His attention left her as one of the bartenders walked by. She was everything Direena wasn’t: long-limbed, well-curved beneath the soft blue burden-beast leather corset, with a long flow of curling black hair. Her skin, the rich caramel of a well-baked crusty loaf, marked her as coming from the Sotor Kingdom though her eyes said perhaps even Werroon. They were a rarity in Cantel, so Direena couldn’t be sure. All that mattered was that she was beautiful, exotic, and sensual. And a knowing smile promised she knew many secrets.

      Direena clasped his wrist with a baker’s strength.

      The man turned back to her, then tugged once, twice. Not as if trying to shake her off, more as if to test her strength. Whatever he found, he grunted thoughtfully, then pulled his wrist free. But he didn’t shove her off the stool she’d scooted onto beside him, nor did he stand and walk away with his drink. He was a big man, perhaps a few turns of the seasons older than her but she’d asked around carefully and been told that he was already a wagon train boss. Hard to imagine in one so young, but what did she know of waggoneers.

      He waved to the barwoman and held up a finger, then pointed at her.

      “A half,” she called out then explained more quietly when he arched his eyebrows at her. “I get drunk on a full-measure brew. Unless you were trying to get me soused. I don’t want to wake aboard a ship standing out to sea while you’re pocketing the finder’s fee.” Did such things actually happen? She’d always thought them to be tall tales told to disobedient children. They’d never been told to her.

      He snorted. “At your size, not half surprised you don’t drink much. Can’t say as I’ve never done that, but those I did it to earned their long voyage fair and square.”

      She could only stare at him in shock. Had she really just asked to sign on with a man who would do such a thing. This was so wrong that⁠—

      He burst out laughing. “Oh, you should see your face, baker. You should see your face.”

      The heat rushed to it—hard and fast, scorching her cheeks.

      “Besides, you’re not irritating me, lass, I just got no use for a baker.”

      The barwoman slid a half mug onto the battered wood before her. Then leaned on the counter offering both her and the waggoneer deep views down her cleavage.

      “I’d claw out the lifemark if I could,” Direena whispered mostly to herself after the first sip did little to clear the taste of bile from her throat or heat from her face.

      The woman quirked a half smile. “I watch once as a man try that.” Her accent was as exotic as she was, deep, throaty, and a little rough. “Drunk as the Great Queen’s Fool, he took cleaver and hacked it off about here.” She chopped her hand hard enough across Direena’s upper forearm to surprise her into jerking her hand back. “I tie his arm off and burn the end of it proper. Good thing he is drunk when I do this. And he leaves a nasty slice in my bar,” she pointed toward the far end.

      Direena did her best to stop the instinctual flinch at the imagined pain. She’d earned herself enough burns on the hot stones of Mother’s baking ovens to guess the feeling. To show she wasn’t shocked by that either, she concentrated on lifting her mug and sipping the smooth brew as normally as she could manage while trying not to think about the stench of seared flesh. The temperature was just the proper coolness against the warmth of the evening and the heat of the bodies packed into the bar. The brewer had chosen the proper lifemark. She sniffed the air; her cook however hadn’t done so well as the seared meat wasn’t only in her imagination.

      The closer a lifemark was to a person’s nature, the more powerful the synergy. Making the choice could vastly enhance one’s natural skills in a chosen craft.

      The waggoneer laughed. “Tonsin was a useless fool before he did that. Chose a lifemark too far from his soul, to spite his father of all nonsense. Afterwards he was a useless fool with one less hand. Driving a train takes two strong hands and more of a mind than the Great Queen or any of the gods blessed him with.”

      She’d done the opposite, selecting exactly what Mother expected and regretting it every day since.

      Joining a major wagon train, this man’s wagon train, would mean leaving the capital city of Cantel Kingdom with the dawn—and she wanted to be on it. This evening, his crew had filled the bar. And he and the bartender had a shared past she was no part of.

      Direena could feel his attention drifting as the bartender lifted his tankard to take a sip, slowly tilting it enough to show off the long line of her bare neck. Fine, Direena didn’t care about the waggoneer like that, handsome or not…which he was.

      “I’m truly not a baker,” Direena sighed. Running her fingers through her own short-chopped dark hair didn’t make it any longer. She’d hacked it off this night herself, thinking it might make her harder to find. Not much of a disguise and now every motion of her head felt wrong. And men had a weakness for long area, not that she’d want to attract the waggoneer.

      “Honey…” the bartender shifted until Direena felt the heat of her focus as she leaned against her side of the bar. She reached out to stroke a finger along the inside of Direena’s wrist, tracing the curve of her lifemark. The touch was soft, exactly as if they’d been…not lovers… The contact had all the intimacy of…being sisters. True sisters. “You so very much are a baker.”

      Except Direena hated her real sister even more than her mother. Marca’s natural proclivity for wrapping everyone—except her little sister—around her finger had long been the bane of Direena’s existence. And that was before she’d chosen her business lifemark. Mother’s shop had already been the sanctioned baker of the Great Queen before her sister’s choice; now under Marca’s guidance, they planned on hiring staff and opening three additional shops about the city.

      So, of course, they would need more bakers. And, of course, Direena had been stupid enough to give into their mutual browbeating—as usual—to select Mother’s lifemark as her own to help the family business.

      She’d survived it for an entire turn of the seasons, if she had to make it through even one more twenty-two-day moonswell she’d need a mind-healer. Another full turn of twelve cycles of the moon and they’d need to feed her braindead corpse to the great sawfish in a blessed ceremony at sea.

      The waggoneer took his mug from the bartenders other hand and drank as slowly as she had. In a minute he’d be gone, and Direena might as well commit herself to the ships.

      She clamped her hand around the waggoneer’s wrist again, earning her a smile from the bartender. Direena didn’t have time to decide if it was a sisterly smile or the grin at having found an opponent to squash into the bar’s mud-tracked floor.

      Then Direena began to squeeze, until his attention returned to her.

      She kept cinching her grip tighter.

      Now his attention was focused on his wrist. Even his big muscles must be hurting, yet he gave no external sign.

      “I can feel that your pulse is accelerating. And I don’t think its because of the lady wrapped in your other arm. Tell me when it starts to feel like the heat that cauterized your friend’s stump.”

      This was crazy. She’d never done anything like this in her life. And to pick a man twice her size and a possible employer was beyond stupid; it was insane. And potentially dangerous. He could easily smack her to the floor and she just might wake up aboard ship.

      “Strong hands to handle a team. And I bake, which also means that I have finesse,” with her free hand, she picked a popal from the bowl on the bar and snapped the fingertip-sized nut into neat quarters before dropping them in his brew, which fizzed briefly but didn’t quite overflow. All the while, she kept increasing the pressure on his arm. He’d bunched his fist to tighten the muscles, but Direena could push through that even on his big arm.

      “Okay! Okay!” He raised his arm enough to thump his fist on the bar, carrying her hand up and down with the motion. He barked out a laugh. “Made your point, lass. First wagon at sunup. Now get out of my way.”

      Direena let him go. Digging into her pouch for one of her few coins, he waved her aside. “I’ll take it out of your profit share.”

      Direena nodded. He could have her entire share, if he transported her out of Cantel and into the Beyond before Mother and Marca missed her at the bake shop. They’d probably call out the Queen’s garda to find Direena after they found the cold ovens. They’d drag her back, in chains if necessary—and they would be. As she slipped off the stool and the waggoneer turned his full attention to the bartender, she was pleased to see that he kept opening and closing his fist to ease the pain.
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