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      Hartane the Younger hurried along the narrow cobbled streets, careful to dodge the droppings of burden beasts. A small pack of children, deeply involved in a game of Evade, stormed up and down the street, threatening trade and unwary pedestrians alike. Once clear of the mayhem, he crossed the street under the nose of a prancer awaiting its rider and climbed the six stone steps worn into soft curves by the generations that had climbed before him.

      He squinted his eyes to block his wavering reflection in the mirrored front door of Cantel Kingdom’s Lifemark Shop—not that there was anything wrong with the mirror, he just knew that “wavering” was how everyone saw him. As if he was as ill-defined as the blue, river clay molded by a child rather than shaped by a master potter.

      But not after today. His seventh year began today. He’d at long last reached his majority. Choosing his Lifemark today—the one special power that would lead him forward—would surely snap his life into sharp focus.

      It just had to.

      Sweat stung his eyes and his hand was shaking as he grabbed the cool brass doorknob—the only one he’d ever seen, perhaps the only one in the whole kingdom. Hartane had asked three separate people who had gone before how to operate it so that he didn’t end up the fool trying to lift or push or slide. Grasp firmly and turn was the trick.

      It squealed as he did so, a high-thin sound not unlike when he’d slipped a slimy, hand-long, densel slug down the back of his little sister’s frock for teasing him until he…well, slipped a slimy densel slug down her frock. The sister-like squeal of the brass was the only sound he heard over the blood pounding in his ears. The rumble of the heavy carts and brutish six-legged burden beasts jarring over the cobbles, mere steps behind him, might as well have been off in some small village far away from the great capital city.

      Actually…he truly couldn’t hear them.

      Hartane turned to observe the carts to make sure that they still moved, and though he could see the dust they raised and the beasts’ weary manner, his racing heart was the only thing he could hear. His own fear-sweat was all that he could smell.

      Curious, he released the knob he had only half turned and took the single step from the stoop of the shop back onto the cobbled street. The world slammed back to life about him. The dried dung, both fresh-dropped and the old, powdered by the successive burden beasts, tickled his nose until he sneezed. The clatter of ironwood wheels over hard stone was such a surprise he had to cover his ears at the suddenness of it. He backed up onto the stoop and hung onto the door knob for support, not trusting his knees.

      Once again there was silence.

      Now he was no longer sure that he was ready for this moment to be so momentous—for a single choice to shape his entire life.

      He faced himself once more in the mirrored door.

      “Pull yourself together, Hartane,” he told his ill-defined reflection and could hear his father’s inevitable words. “…or you’ll end up as no more than a burden-beast driver until the end of your days.”

      “Pull yourself together, Younger,” Hartane the Elder never called him by his given name. “You’ll be a man someday, though the Great Queen alone knows how.”

      The mirror reflected his own gray eyes, wide with nervousness, blinking like a nightbird spooked from its nest in the midday sun. But the mirror reflected none of the world behind him. In this place, only he existed.

      Hartane did his best to square his shoulders, though his reflection was unimpressed by the efforts on his gangly frame. He pushed open the door. Now that he was seventeen, he could come as many times over the next cycle of seasons as he wished before choosing his Lifemark. However, he knew he would receive more of his father’s heavy judgments if he did not choose soon and wisely. Delaying the matter, even past the midday meal, while he carefully considered the options was not an option.

      He pushed open the heavy door and stepped into his future as boldly as he dared.

      Again, he had asked many what to expect within. The shop both matched and didn’t match the image he had built in his head.

      Damal waved from behind a wooden counter that filled half of the small entryway. They barely knew one another. Growing up in his family’s university housing, Hartane had little to do with the tradesmen of the village, especially ones who were many turns his senior.

      “You have your letters, boy?” Damal’s tone was like Hartane the Elder’s, filled with doubt that he, the Younger, could have possibly achieved literacy. However, no matter the disdainful dismissal inherent in his tone, his question explained Damal’s role here: to help those who didn’t have their letters. When Hartane nodded his assent, Damal lost all interest in him.

      Hartane had learned to read by the time he could walk. Had read widely in the Great Library of the Blessed Aramala. It required only a child’s skill to read the simple words burned into the polished brightwood placard above Damal’s counter.

      

      
        
        Choose carefully.

        A Lifemark that is too far from the soul

        will have an ill effect at best.

        A Lifemark that is too close to the soul

        will be an opportunity wasted.

        No more than a single Lifemark may be chosen.

        Life is balance.

        May Aramala guide your hand.

      

      

      

      Hartane sent a brief prayer for wisdom to the Goddess. It sounded more like him begging to not make a mess of his choice, but it was the best he could manage.

      Holding his breath, he finally turned to face the main room of the shop. It had lurked there, out of the corner of his eye, but he had not wanted to turn and gawk like some tweenling. Old Vanek, his tutor, had told him to read the sign carefully when he entered and consider it thoroughly before proceeding.

      “No need to know what it says before you are ready,” the old scholar had insisted. “But do not go quickly by.” Vanek had guided much of Hartane’s exploration of the library, so he had tried to let the ancient’s wisdom guide him in this as well.

      Old Vanek had never told him what Lifemark he had chosen for himself. “I shall not influence your thinking in these matters.”

      Hartane desperately wished he knew, but not even on Vanek’s deathbed would he say.

      He tried to honor Vanek’s instructions and read the sign one more time, but he couldn’t force himself to turn away from the shop’s interior! It was magnificent.

      Light shone down through clever windows in the ceiling, reflecting off white-mudded walls. Not the gray of stone or colorful with tapestries—stark, unblemished white. He’d never seen such a room, with the walls so smooth he wanted to reach out and touch them. But Hartane was very conscious of being the only person present other than Damal and resisted the urge.

      The room was completely filled with shelves. From knee to eye-level, tiers of brightwood lined the walls. Down the middle stood even more rows. Rare brightwood, so precious that he had seen it but a few times in his life, was everywhere. The luster that glowed from within warmed the shop and scented it with memories of the air as clear as the high mountains on which it grew—he had to trust Mendal’s word for that. He alone of all the people Hartane knew had traveled to the mountains for the hundred-year harvest.

      Upon each shelf were long lines of baskets woven of simple wicketweed. The juxtaposition of the valuable and the mundane spoke that neither of those were what was important here. It was only the contents of the baskets that mattered. Each basket represented a single future—an enchantment that focused a person’s mind and soul upon some particular skill so thoroughly that it could not be denied. To take one of the vials in the basket and drink it was to set a life’s path. Nestled within each basket, snug among the glass-blown vials filled with vari-colored potions, rested a tiny, fired bowl of blue, river clay. Those were filled with colored slivers of paper—samples.

      Though the shelves were separated into five sections around the shop, the array remained bewildering.

      
        
        Practical

        Creative

        Community

        Self

        Universal

      

      

      Each of the five major sections were broken down into subsection rows. It was as familiar as the library and as foreign as his father’s office that held very few texts and much equipment.

      By chance, the first basket he focused upon held the Lifemark his father had chosen: Mechanics. Hartane the Elder was the kingdom’s master of the advanced design of mechanical tools. Force and its application were his father’s great knowledge.

      Hartane knew the expectation; Elder had been very clear on that point. Knew that Elder would then bend him to be his apprentice and had trained him all his days to that purpose. Even reviving the arcane custom of naming your offspring after yourself; Hartane the Younger was perhaps alone in his generation to bear such a burden.

      Instead of instantly doing as his father would want, he turned and faced…the Warrior’s collection.

      It was a small act of defiance, one he knew he would not sustain but he felt lighter for it nonetheless.

      Though he had turned from the Mechanical Skills category of baskets, he knew that was where he would end up after investigating all of the others. Still, it was his one chance for a view of other possible lives within the community and he was going to make the most of it.

      He knew he was no warrior, but it was the furthest choice he could imagine from Elder’s world. Rather than simply moving on, he selected the small strip of red paper from the tiny cup beside vials of the Spearman’s Lifemark.

      He slipped it into his mouth and let it dissolve on his tongue. There was a bitterness of unboiled tankar sprout and the sweetness of redberry. And for five long heartbeats he felt the power surge through him as if he stood far broader than he did. The enemy lay below and they would rue this day. And though his comrades-in-arms or even he himself might fall, the victory would be sweet.

      On the sixth heartbeat the sample released him. Hartane looked down to make sure he was unchanged. Still slender and over-tall. Still awkward. Definitely not a good fit.

      He looked to the next basket out of the hundreds that ranged down the shelves. There was only one way to be sure, but it was going to be a very long day trying every option in the vast shop.

      He took the testing strip for a Tunneler and laid the cool earth-tasting paper upon his tongue.
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      Rania had entered the shop many times in the past, even though it was forbidden. This time felt no different except she used the front entrance rather than the back.

      The mirror didn’t reflect the carriage her father had sent her in, as if she was too frail to walk from the palace. It reflected only the face she washed each morning. Yet in this mirror it was changed somehow though she could not discern exactly how.

      Her bright hair was tied back with a thin strap of Royal’s-only blue tak-tak hide that matched her eyes. Her face was clear of blemish. Still…she was somehow different in this reflection.

      With a shrug she turned the knob, so strange against the palm of her hand as if it too was changed. Or perhaps it merely was testing that her maturity had been reached. She breezed into the shop because this was her valid majority day. Not that it really mattered. Princess following in parents’ footsteps to a throne she wasn’t interested in, her life in a nittle shell. Besides, the queen was so healthy she’d probably live a hundred-year. If she did, Rania would be too old, and her offspring—required in the next five years or else—would take the seat in her place.

      Damal greeted her with a knowing smile that she ignored and brushed by him into the shop. No more need to ever again tolerate his oaf-clumsy hands or rancid, fried-streamslipper breath
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