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The Boy Before the Name
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Everyone remembered the day they received their Name.

That was what adults always said.

They remembered where they stood. Who held their hand. The moment the First Page looked inside them and revealed the truth they had carried all along.

Some cried. Some laughed. Some claimed they already knew.

Everyone had an uncle or neighbour who insisted they had guessed their Name years before it appeared.

Most of them were lying.

Arin knew this because his sister had tested it.

Repeatedly.

Mira Vale had received her Name three years earlier.

Mira the True.

A beautiful gift. A rare gift. A gift that allowed her to sense dishonesty itself.

Everyone in Eldoria thought that sounded incredible.

Those people had never lived with her.

“I know you ate it.”

Arin froze.

Slowly, carefully, he moved the empty plate behind his back.

This was not because he was guilty.

This was because the evidence was unfortunately making him appear guilty.

Very different things.

“Ate what?” he asked.

Mira leaned against the kitchen doorway. She looked at him. Then the crumbs. Then back at him.

“The honey bread.”

“What honey bread?”

The silver mark on her wrist shimmered.

Arin sighed.

“I really dislike that thing.”

“No you don’t.”

The mark shimmered again.

He sighed louder.

“Fine. I dislike that you have that thing.”

Nothing happened.

Truth.

Mira smiled. “That’s better.”

Magic, Arin had decided, was much less impressive when it was being used to investigate missing desserts.

Stories never mentioned that part.

Stories talked about great heroes, legendary warriors, and powerful Names that shaped kingdoms.

Nobody wrote songs about magical older sisters ruining perfectly good snacks.

A serious oversight, in his opinion.

“You know tomorrow is important,” Mira said.

Arin looked away.

Tomorrow.

Everyone kept saying that word differently.

Not like a day.

Like a doorway.

Tomorrow was his Naming.

Tomorrow he would climb the white steps of the Hall of Echoes. Tomorrow he would touch the First Page.

Tomorrow he would stop wondering.

That was supposed to make him excited.

Mostly it did.

Mostly.

“You’re nervous,” Mira said.

“No I’m not.”

Her wrist shimmered.

Arin stared at it.

“I am starting to think your Name was created specifically to annoy me.”

“That might actually be true.”

“Check.”

“I am not using ancient magic to test whether the universe wanted to irritate my little brother.”

“Convenient.”

She smiled.

That was the thing about Mira.

Everyone else saw the Name first.

The True.

The girl who could uncover lies.

The girl whose gift made her important.

Arin just saw his sister.

The person who stole his blanket when they were younger and claimed she was testing his survival instincts.

The person who still laughed whenever she remembered him falling into the village fountain at seven years old.

The person she had been before the world told her what she was.

Later that morning, they walked through Eldoria.

The city was already preparing for the Naming ceremony.

Banners hung from windows. Flowers decorated doorways. Families rushed around as if the future itself needed organising.

Which, Arin supposed, was exactly what they believed.

Names were not just words.

Everyone knew that.

They helped people find where they belonged.

They passed Mara the Gentle, the village Healer.

She was helping a young child who had fallen and hurt his arm.

Her mark glowed softly as she worked.

The child stopped crying almost instantly.

“Better?” she asked.

The boy nodded.

Mara smiled.

When people talked about Names, they talked about people like her.

Someone who had spent her life helping others because the First Page had shown her the kindness she already carried.

It was hard to argue with something that created that much good.

And Arin didn’t want to.

That was the confusing part.

“Can I ask you something?” he said.

Mira looked at him.

“You just did.”

“That doesn’t count.”

“It definitely does.”

“Sister rules are exhausting.”

“Correct.”

He smiled.

Then it faded.

“Did it feel different?”

Mira knew what he meant immediately.

The Naming.

She looked at the mark on her wrist.

For once, she took a while to answer.

“Yes.”

“How?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s helpful.”

“I mean it.”

She touched the silver lines.

“It was like hearing a song you forgot you knew.”

Arin frowned.

“That makes no sense.”

“I know.”

“But it’s true?”

The mark remained still.

Truth.

“It felt like meeting myself,” she said.

Everyone said something like that.

That was what bothered him.

Everyone described it as finding something.

Not becoming something.

Finding.

As though the person they would become was already waiting.

“What if you didn’t like what you found?” he asked.

Mira looked at him.

“What?”

“Your Name.”

“That doesn’t happen.”

“Never?”

“Not really.”

Her wrist flickered.

Only slightly.

But Arin saw.

She saw that he saw.

The annoying thing about truth was that it worked both ways.

“Not really?” he repeated.

Mira sighed.

“Some people struggle at first.”

“Why does nobody talk about that?”

“Because usually they understand eventually.”

“Usually.”

She did not answer.

Which was an answer.

“Arin!”

A voice interrupted them.

Tomas ran towards them carrying a wooden device that looked like it was either a brilliant invention or moments away from falling apart.

With Tomas, both were possible.

“What is that?” Arin asked.

“My new travel compass.”

“Compasses already exist.”

“Not like this one.”

“What does it do?”

Tomas paused.

“At the moment?”

“Yes.”

“Mostly points at my house.”

Arin stared.

“Useful if you are lost directly outside your own home.”

“Exactly.”

Mira laughed.

Tomas was always creating something.

Little machines. Maps. Ideas.

Everyone said his Naming would be obvious.

Builder. Craftsman. Inventor.

Something that finally explained him.

“You excited for tomorrow?” Tomas asked.

“Yes,” Arin said.

Mira’s wrist shimmered.

Tomas grinned.

“That bad?”

“I am excited.”

“But?”

Arin looked around the city.

At the banners.

At the people preparing to celebrate children becoming who they were always meant to be.

“I just wonder sometimes.”

“About what?”

He shrugged.

“What happens after you know?”

Neither of them answered.

Tomorrow the First Page would tell Arin who he was.

Tomorrow everything would change.

But today he was simply Arin.

A brother.

A friend.

A boy wondering about the future.

Today, nobody needed him to be anything else.
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End of Chapter One
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The Day Before Forever
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Everyone had a theory about who they were meant to become.

Even people who claimed they didn’t.

Especially people who claimed they didn’t.

Arin had learned something important about people.

They were very good at pretending not to care about things they absolutely cared about.

Usually badly.

The day before a Naming was proof.

Every thirteen-year-old in Eldoria suddenly became the most relaxed person in existence.

Apparently.

Nobody was nervous. Nobody was worried. Nobody had spent the last month imagining every possible Name they might receive.

According to everyone.

Everyone was also obviously lying.

Mira would have been very busy.

“I honestly don’t mind what Name I receive,” Tomas said.

Arin looked at him.

They were sitting beside the river outside Eldoria, following their oldest tradition.

The Last Day Walk.

They had invented it when they were eight.

Back then it had been because Tomas was convinced every important moment needed a dramatic journey beforehand.

Even if the important moment was only a maths test.

Or visiting relatives.

Or once, trying a new type of bread.

Tomas believed everything sounded more meaningful if you walked somewhere first.

“You don’t mind?” Arin asked.

“No.”

“You’re saying if the First Page called you Fisherman tomorrow, you’d be happy?”

Tomas paused.

“How good of a fisherman?”

“That’s not the question.”

“It feels important.”

“You hate fishing.”

“I could learn.”

“You fell asleep last time.”

“I was resting strategically.”

“You dropped the fishing rod.”

“Part of the strategy.”

“You lost the fish.”

“The fish chose freedom.”

Arin laughed.

That was Tomas.

Always turning mistakes into possibilities.

If something broke, he didn’t see failure.

He saw information.

Usually information that something was definitely broken.

Beside them sat Tomas’s newest invention.

A wooden compass.

At least, technically.

“What does it do again?” Arin asked.

“Finds unexplored places.”

“It’s pointing at your house.”

“Yes.”

“Your house is not unexplored.”

“Not to me.”

“You live there.”

“Exactly. I have explored it extensively.”

Arin stared.

“That might be the worst defence you have ever made.”

“I disagree.”

The compass spun in circles.

Even the compass seemed unsure.

Everyone said Tomas would receive Builder.

Or Craftsman.

Or Inventor.

Something obvious.

Something perfect.

The Page was very good at obvious.

“You know everyone already knows what you’ll get,” Arin said.

Tomas looked at the compass.

“Maybe.”

“You literally build things every day.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s everything I am.”

The sentence arrived quickly.

Too quickly.

Arin noticed.

“What do you want?”

Tomas shrugged.

“I don’t know.”

“Everyone knows what they want.”

“Do they?”

The question was small.

Annoyingly small.

The kind of question that became bigger the longer you looked at it.

Arin hated those.

Mostly because they usually mattered.

“What about you?” Tomas asked.

“What?”

“What Name do you want?”

Arin opened his mouth.

Then stopped.

Because the correct answer was:

Whatever the Page chooses.

Everyone knew that.

You didn’t choose your Name.

You discovered it.

But that was not really the question.

“I don’t know.”

“Liar.”

“You’re not Mira.”

“No. But that was obvious.”

Arin picked up a stone and threw it into the river.

“I suppose I just hope it’s something important.”

Tomas looked surprised.

“Important?”

“Not famous important.”

He tried to find the words.

“I just mean...”

The stone disappeared beneath the water.

“I hope there is something there.”

For once, Tomas did not joke.

Because he understood.

Everyone wanted the same thing really.

Not power.

Not greatness.

Proof.

Proof that underneath all their confusion, all their questions, all their ordinary moments...

there was something worth finding.

Before either could speak, another voice interrupted.

“You both look extremely dramatic.”

Elara stood behind them.

Arin knew Elara from lessons.

Everyone knew Elara.

Mostly because Elara made sure of it.

Not deliberately.

She simply had a habit of being correct.

A lot.

Which was almost as annoying as Mira knowing when you were wrong.

Almost.

“We are discussing our futures,” Tomas said.

“You are sitting beside a broken compass.”

“It is not broken.”

“It points everywhere.”

“It explores possibilities.”

“It fails at being a compass.”

“Negative thinking limits discovery.”

“Positive thinking does not fix bad engineering.”

Arin smiled.

Tomas and Elara arguing was strangely comforting.

Like rain falling.

Or birds singing.

Or adults saying they were not tired before immediately falling asleep.

Some things were simply part of life.

“What do you think you’ll get tomorrow
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