
[image: ]



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE PROMISE KEEPER OF DAR

    

    
      First edition. August 5, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Amanda White.

    

    
    
      Written by Amanda White.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

I.

II.

III.

IV.

V.

VI.

VII.

VIII.

IX.

X.

XI.

XII.

XIII.

XIV.

XV.

XVI.

XVII.

XVIII.

XIX.

XX.

XXI.

XXII.

XXIII.

XXIV.

XXV.

XXVI.

XXVII.

XXVIII.

XXIX.

XXX.

XXXI.

XXXII.

XXXIII.

XXXIV.

XXXV.

XXXVI.

XXXVII.

XXXVIII.

XXXIX.

XL.

XLI.

XLII.

XLIII.

XLIV.

XLV.

XLVI.

XLVII.

XLVIII.

XLIX.

Also By Amanda White

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Phinehas
 
For the sea monster Cephallusc 
who was as close to Cthulhu as I could get. 
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As I dangled over the edge of the northernmost point of the Northern Territory where the sheer cliff wall dropped down to vanish into the roiling sea, I wanted to rub the stupid baron’s and the wizard Hol’s noses in their lies.

The first problem was they weren’t here and I was using my hands and, more specifically, my fingers to scrape and grip the sharp, black, molten stone as I tried to swing my leg up and get myself out of danger of falling. 

The second problem was that I was in a lot of danger of that. 

For while I might have singing magic and an aptitude for witchery, I couldn’t fly. I wasn’t sure any magic worker could. Not any I’d heard of. And not counting dragons who had wings. 

But then again, my education had been limited. Even so, I was pretty sure there wasn’t a spell for flying. There certainly wasn’t a potion. Although it was possible those of the Open Road, under whom I’d trained, had kept both that spell and potion from me. The baron wasn’t the only one to parcel out information as it befitted him. 

Endless Singer, the vivid green anuran who’d been with me since I’d had a run in with goblins in the Ob-Achlun Valley, clutched my scarlet and brass doublet’s collar with its padded, orange fingers and squeaked into my ear, a shrill, repeating song of warning and alarm. 

I didn’t need the warning. Any more than I needed to be reminded of my lack of knowledge. Any more than I needed Jorith-li’s, the youngest member of the Open Road, voice in my memory saying, “Sha-li, we don’t cast spells for things we can do ourselves. That’s the first rule.” 

I’d break that first rule in a heartbeat if I could. But, with the swirling, chill wind whipping through my bronze hair and the empty air beneath my feet, I was otherwise occupied and well aware of the trouble I was in. 

Teeth clamped down over the wriggling corner of wild magic I’d stuffed into my mouth and with the metallic taste of dire necessity coating my tongue, I bit back my own words of caution for Singer to hang on. For a fall from a great height, such as the one we were currently suspended from, and into the rocks and sea water below would be as much an end for the anuran as it would be for me. Scrabbling with desperation, I clawed at the unhelpful stone but couldn’t catch hold of anything.

Pisse-mired sea monsters! We had not survived dragons, banshees, and being tied into an agreement with a tree-planting len from the village of Brel to meet our end in the sea at the nowhere end of the kingdom of Dar. 

I wouldn’t stand for it. 

Except I wasn’t standing and my hands were slipping. 

I choked back an explosive sigh, afraid that if I let it out the expelled air would knock me from my precarious, unreliable perch.  

Digging my boot toe into the wall, I didn’t even dare whisper a spell of protection on myself—and not because of Jorith-li’s constant, echoing reminders about the rules. More than anything, I didn’t want to risk losing the magic I’d caught. 

I really didn’t want to lose it.   

I’d chased the elusive, wild tunic magic all across the molten fields. And, even as I’d been tricked into jumping out into the empty air to grab at it, I’d stuffed part of it in my mouth and the rest down the front of my doublet where it was currently sparking through my shift to electrify my skin. 

In that moment of leaping stupidity (hadn’t I been exasperated, time and time again, when Singer jumped without thought into any body of water it encountered?), I’d had just enough time to twist and grasp the cliff’s edge rather than tumble to my death. Our death. Which I guessed was something. 

For the moment. If I didn’t fall now. 

Losing ground, I slid another hand’s length. 

I was going to fall. 

At least there was no one here to see how foolish I was. 

Even though I’d long since quit singing the song that had attracted it in the first place, the captured tunic magic still resonated with a crescendo of notes that reverberated against my bones, rattling me so viciously I knew I’d soon be rattled out of my skin and off the edge. I wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer. That unfortunate truth sent a surge of fury out from the pit of my stomach and up to pulse alongside my roaring blood next to my tingling, suddenly unhelpful resident magic. 

As I flushed with angered heat, the toe of my boot finally found purchase on the tiniest sliver of an outcropping, and, with a sudden, violent push, I shoved myself upward and over the ledge. 

Rolling away from the cliff, my teeth still closed over the wild, resisting magic in my mouth, I clutched an arm over my chest to keep the rest of it from escaping. 

Singer stopped chirping and the sudden silence was almost too much to handle. 

So, I didn’t handle it. 

Taking the magic out of my mouth and holding it writhing and squirming within my fists, I said, “I caught you fair and square, will you attire me and make of me a wizard?”

The wild magic froze. What?

“Isn’t that how it goes?” I asked. 

Wasn’t that how it went? To capture and then ask?

In case it wasn’t, I didn’t want to reveal outright the limitations of my knowledge. Since I’d been banished from Pel-rezlata, I’d assumed everyone but me, who’d been lied to by the baron of Benel for my entire life (along with the rest of those from the domain of Benel), had always known how lens went out to chase wild, tunic magic. And how when a len caught and tamed the magic he had chased, it attired him and made him a wizard. For a len and wild magic made a wizard. 

In spite of everything, I’d learned that much. 

But I wasn’t a len. I was a li. 

But I was a li who had wanted to be a wizard from the moment I’d met the wizard Hol and seen what he and his magic could do. I’d wanted to be a wizard before I’d even known wizards were real. 

But what if, as everyone else had said when the topic came up, as they always said, the tunic magic told me it didn’t matter that I had caught it because I was a li and not a len? What if, even with the wild tunic magic held captured between my fingers, I still couldn’t be what I wanted to be?

What if everyone else had been right after all?

A knot formed in my stomach. 

Even if they were, I had to try. 

What? the tunic magic repeated, its voice lilting into a half song. 

“Do you want to make an agreement with me? Do you want to be a wizard? Together, my magic and yours, you and me?” Slapping its fingered feet against the skin of my neck, Singer cheeped. So I added, “And Singer too.”

And if I say no? the tunic magic asked. 

I wanted to say, in that case, I’d cast a spell of holding and make it agree. But I knew too well the irritating unfairness of being forced unwillingly into a binding agreement. A giant, stupid tree had done that to me. And I’d been almost as irritated by it as I was when being lied to. And when I said I was irritated about being lied to, what I meant was that I wished I could curse the baron with a curse even stronger than the one the dragon Kaimundur had used to imprison his twin Maidrik in the molten field for centuries. 

“Then you say no,” I said, shrugging with what I hoped was indifference. 

Pulling the tunic magic out from between my shift and doublet, I fought hard against the swelling impulse to force it to do what I wanted it to do, swallowed against my evaporating dream, and opened my fist. 

The instant it was free, the tunic magic darted out over the cliff’s edge. Out of reach. Going farther away from me. As vaporous as sea air. This time, I didn’t jump after it. I knew as well as I knew anything, it wouldn’t let me catch it a second time. 

Singer let out a mournful sound. 

Blinking back the wall of water in my eyes, I closed both hands into fists—around nothing—to keep myself from flicking the anuran off my shoulder as I scrambled to my feet. What did it know of disappointment? Of my disappointment? Hadn’t Singer already had its dream realized by being with me, by traveling with me?

I kicked at the empty air. 

I’d had my chance and squandered it. The tunic magic was gone.

Well, so much for that. 
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Turning my back to the cliff, I adjusted the sit of the pouch belted around my waist which had been shoved out of place by my scramble against the cliff’s stupid wall, checked the scrapes on my palms, and brushed dirt and grime off my scarlet and brass doublet and charcoal gray pants. 

Like my mood, everything was a little worse for the wear. 

Not only had I lost the wild magic, but in my struggle to keep it from escaping and myself from falling into the sea, I’d torn a hole down the thigh length of one pants leg. Under the jagged, flapping material, dried blood smeared across and marked my scraped skin. I didn’t have a needle and thread with me (Cal-len, the tree planting len, would have had both in his bag and known how to use them), so, instead, ignoring my stinging skin, I cast a spell of mending over my pants because I didn’t feel like showing up to visit the nearby banshees and having them suggest they stitch my clothing with their knitting needles and yarn, and then said, “Come on, Singer, let’s go.”

In all the excitement, I’d nearly forgotten the reason I’d come out here to sing at the top of my lungs in the first place. I’d come because I’d been thrilled that the seed I’d planted had finally sent up a shoot. Now, compared to catching wild magic, it seemed too simple a joy. But it was all I had. I’d go back to the shoot and sing the growing song at it. Then when it was big enough to survive on its own, I’d leave.  

Maybe go back to Pel-rezlata where I was from. Though what there would be for me to do there, I didn’t know. Even if the baron had been chased out of the city and banished to the kingdom of Krij. Even if the minotaur had claimed the labyrinth and the city and made good on his plans to make it a safe home for all of us. Even if I could reunite with my best friend Astr-len. But it wouldn’t do me any good to return, not if magic was still forbidden.

The bitter taste of thwarted desire and disappointment curdled in my mouth. I would never be a wizard. I should have let myself fall into the sea to my death. I blew out a loud breath. Too late for that. 

As I put my feet into motion, the tunic magic called out after me, And if I say yes?

This time, I froze. 

For a full breathless moment. 

Then, my heart pounding, my tingling resident magic thrumming next to my blood with prickling sparks, I whirled around. I couldn’t see the wild magic, but I could sense the weight of its presence. Though still out of reach, it was there. Closer than it had been. 

“Will you say yes? Do you want to be a wizard? With me? Do you want to make an agreement?” I asked it.

The tunic magic brushed past me, trailing airy fingers across my cheek. A shiver ran up my spine. The tunic magic’s voice filled my ears. Do you sing often?

I opened my mouth and then clapped it shut. What counted as often? 

I gave Singer a sideways glance and wished it could speak the language of Dar to chime in. Or that I could speak the anuran language and ask it for the strongest examples from our recent adventures. But, even though I couldn’t and it couldn’t, I still had an answer to the question. “Back in Pel-rezlata, in the domain of Benel, I used singing magic to help the wizard Hol heal a minotaur from the effects of poison arrows. In the Ob-Achlun Valley, Singer and I sang two goblins healthy again. And, more recently, we sang for two different dragons.” 

Although the dragons Kaimundur and Maidrik had been egg mates, twins, brothers, and we’d been instrumental in mending the harm done between them, we’d sung for them separately.

Was all of that often enough for the tunic magic? 

I frantically searched my memories for something else and remembered more. “For a time, I traveled with a len from the village of Brel and whenever he planted a seed, we sang the growing song. It’s simple magic, but it’s still singing.” Singer squeaked and I nodded. “And we sang his resident magic awake. Does that count for you as often?”

And what was the magic you were singing when I found you? the tunic magic asked. 

“That wasn’t magic. I was singing because the seed I’d planted grew. I was happy.” To my surprise, I realized it was the truth. And I’d been even happier when the tunic magic had sung back to me and then come close enough for me to chase it. 

As I had, as I’d gone so far as to actually catch it, I’d thought my impossible dream might not be as impossible as I’d thought. As I’d been told. For a moment, for an exhilarating moment, I’d thought that. 

It was magic, the tunic magic said, weaving through my hair. It was very strong magic that called to me. I like singing magic. 

A flash as bright and electric as lightning lit through me. Maybe my impossible dream was still within my grasp even though I’d let the tunic magic go. Maybe. 

“We could look for opportunities to sing. Singer likes singing magic too,” I said, taking a step forward. For a breath, I nearly left it at that. But I was still mad at the giant tree of Brel for tricking me into an agreement (even if everything had turned out fine) and I wouldn’t trick anyone into an agreement with me. Never. Especially not an agreement that would be permanent. 

It was a fact that I didn’t know all the legends about wizards, I didn’t know all the legends about anything, but I did know that once a len and his tunic magic were joined there weren’t stories of them separating. There were stories of wizards being burned to ash, but that wasn’t the same thing. “I like singing magic as well. Maybe not as much as you do or Singer does. But I do. And I’ll use singing magic whenever and wherever possible. I can promise you that. But, I also want to do other magic. Great magic. I want my name to be in legends. I want songs sung about me. If you and I were a wizard, together, with Singer, I bet there would be legends and songs made about us.”

Hopping to its favorite spot on my shoulder, Singer cheeped and, as it did, I remembered how together we’d bound wards in the stable and inn in the village of Brel and how we’d fixed the dark magic in the village of Goslarlehn. 

“And, so you know, it’s not just singing I can offer. I’m a spellbinder,” I said, my face turning hot with a mixture of pride and desperation to prove myself as worthy. “My teacher, Kyda-li, said I was a true spellbinder.”

The tunic magic pirouetted around me. As it swirled and spun, my tingling spilled out from my fingertips and sparkled in the air like tiny, exploding stars. The tunic magic danced through it. And we would sing? Often?  

Every night, night after night, I’d sung the growing song for Cal-len and for all of the trees he’d planted, so I didn’t think it would be bad to promise. “We could sing as often as you want,” I said. 

As if it understood, and it had always seemed to understand a lot, sometimes too much, Singer hopped up my ear and onto my head. From there, it started a chirping song. 

In response, the tunic magic glinted, a nearly imperceptible shimmer of sea blue, a brightening shimmer of orange. Then, as I unclasped the belt keeping my pouch in place and set it on the ground, as I untied the laces of my much-hated scarlet and brass doublet (the stupid baron’s colors) and slipped out of it, I, too, sang a wordless song to match Singer’s. 

The tunic magic hummed along and then began to sing, circling closer and closer to me. Its words, in the language of Dar, “Magic, agreement, we will sing, sing, sing,” were mixed together with chirps and another language that was not dragon or goblin speech or the shrill laughter of the banshees. 

As our song built, in harmony and strength, wordless and with words, the tunic magic slipped under the thin cloth of my shift, cool against my skin. I pulled the shift over my head and dropped it beside the doublet on the ground. 

In its place, the wild magic formed into a tunic around my torso, down my arms, and around my neck. As the three of us sang, my tingling resident magic prickled against my fingertips, seeping out to explore the tunic magic. 

And, in the words and wordlessness of the song, I agreed to be attired by the tunic magic, the tunic magic agreed to attire me, Singer agreed to join its magic with ours, and my tingling resident magic agreed to it all. 

The joining of tunic magic to mine was like hearing the word “witchery” for the first time to explain the way I could call light to my hands or transfer the bites of the biting insects of Benel into the rocks I carried in my pouch; a rightness that came through understanding. 

It was like an unbreakable ward settling into the corners of a room.

It was like a missing part, an arm or a leg, or, deeper even than that, the heart or the spirit being returned whole after having been cut out or taken away. 

It was like coming home after being gone a long, long time. 

It was just exactly right. 

As my resident magic and the wild, tunic magic sank through my skin to collide, break apart, reconnect, and weave together, as the prickling, sparking pressure within me increased, building and building, I threw my hands upward and with the singing tunic—my tunic!—feeding its magic to me, I shot all the vibrant, resonating magic out of my fingertips and up into the sky where it burst into sunrise colors. 

And still we sang.  

With a spell of undoing on my tongue around the wordless song, with the maelstrom of magic raging overhead, I poured fire out of my hands and burned up my doublet and shift.

Then I picked up my pouch and buckled it around my tunicked waist.  

Whether he’d known he was doing so or not, the wizard Hol had lied when he’d said a li couldn’t be a wizard, while the baron had lied about everything entirely on purpose and deliberately. The baron had lied so well the denizens of the city of Pel-rezlata and the rest of Benel had been convinced magic didn’t exist and legends and stories were nonsense. But he’d been wrong. 

He’d been so wrong. 

Both Hol and the baron had been wrong. 

For magic was very real. 

And though I’d been Sha-li up until this moment, now I was Sha. 

I was a tunic wearer. 

I was a wizard. 
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After the combined magic slammed back into me, splitting and splitting to fill me up, and I held on to it the way the wizard Hol had taught me that night in the labyrinth, too full, too excited, I ran around the northernmost point of the Northern Territory (doing well to stay away from the edge this time) and then raced myself back to the place near the chasm where I’d planted the seed from the giant tree of Brel in the ground where, for so long, the dragon Maidrik had been held imprisoned. 

There, where the small green shoot was reaching for the sun, I taught my tunic the growing song and we sang it together, the three of us. Singer once again in its place on my shoulder. 

When we’d finished, residual magic crackling in the air, I flopped down and held out my arms. The tunic had taken on an orange-red color. Bright as the center of the sun. Vivid as the heart of a fire. Striking and deep as the outer peel of the citrous fruit. Its sleeves came down to the ends of my wrists, loose cuffs brushing my skin. Its flowing hem stopped mid-thigh. Its neckline pressed a circle against the skin under my collarbones.

It fit me as the doublet I’d worn for most of my life never had. 

With my blood running hot and my breath settling back to normal, I traced my fingers down one sleeve. The wild magic threaded through the material reached back, stinging like a thousand biting insects, numbing my fingers. 

Do you like my design? the tunic asked with a shy tone. 

Hopping against the stinging it was also being subjected to, Singer chirped its happy chirp even as I flicked a ball of protection to cover it and said, “It’s perfect.” 

Because actually anything that wasn’t the baron’s colors of scarlet and brass would have been perfect for me. But, even so, it was truly perfect. 

The tunic sparked another series of stings across my shoulders and down my arms. Even though I’d long ago gotten used to letting the biting insects of Benel bite me, this was like the biting of a multitude of swarms all at once. I sucked in a breath. 

The others said I was too much. Too loud. They always said I shouldn’t get too close to a wizard hopeful and chance being caught or else I’d have to reduce myself. They said they couldn’t imagine that, even if they hoped for it just to keep me quiet. They said I’d have to be content with the wizard hopefuls who came along and be prepared for their limits and restraint. They said when it happened, if it happened that I was caught, the one who caught me would tell me what design to form into, what color to be. They said wizards don’t sing, the tunic said.  

“I didn’t have to tell you,” I said, trying to sort through all the tunic was blurting out as my tingling resident magic exuded a protective layer between my skin and the tunic. 

The legends I’d heard, few as they were, had never addressed the topic of singing wizards. And yet, I did remember the wizard Hol hadn’t done singing magic to try and heal the minotaur. He’d asked me to when I’d told him I could.  

Our agreement let me choose, the tunic said. My tunic said.   

“Which is more than the stupid tree of Brel ever did,” I said. 

Before I could say more than that, Singer chirped. The tunic chirped something in response. Then, Singer let out a long, syncopated answer. A moment of silence descended which I filled by pressing the tunic’s hem between my fingers while my tingling resident magic glimmered across my hands and over the material. 

But then the tunic, astounded, asked, Singer can understand you, but you can’t understand it?

“I didn’t have the chance to learn to speak anuran from the goblins,” I said, irritation rising through me. First the goblins. Then the dragons had also been able to understand Singer. Now the tunic. It was annoying to be the only one who couldn’t. 

The tunic glimmered and then shoved some magic my way. Try this. It’s a modified spell for basic understanding adapted to the anuran language. I use it all the time to speak to the elements. Their dialects are impossible to keep track of without it.   

The spell, handed over by the tunic, rang in my mind with a tone as familiar as the spells I’d memorized when I’d been with those of the Open Road. It filled my mouth with the taste of riverbank mud and fast-flowing water. Without any effort at all, without me having to cast it, it bound itself to my ears and to my tongue. 

“Singer? How does this work? What were you saying?” I asked, testing it out.

At the cheeping issuing from my lips, Singer leaped off my shoulder to the dirt encircling the shoot, spun to face me, and blinked it bulging red eyes as if it had never seen me before.

Pebbles and rocks! it chirped in just the tone of voice I used when I said, “Pisse-mired sea monsters.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “It’s not like you’ve been expending any great energy to try to speak the language of Dar,” I said. Which wasn’t quite fair since it had seemed to understand me to some extent when I spoke even if it couldn’t respond with anything other than its anuran chirping. But still. 

Continuing to blink, Singer made a sound that could only be interpreted as laughter and then it said, Hopping surprise. You can understand me. You can speak my language. I didn’t think it would work. 

“Well, it did,” I said, rattling the rocks in my pouch. “What were you two discussing?” 

The tunic hummed a soft melody and when it didn’t respond, Singer did. I asked the tunic what it wanted to be called. When you had someone to speak for me, that was the first thing you asked. You remember? You asked the goblins, ‘Does it have a name it goes by?’

“I remember,” I said. Then I asked the tunic. “Do you? Do you have a name you go by? Or a name you’d like to go by?”

What do you go by? the tunic asked me. 

“Up until now, I’ve been called Sha-li. Sha-li of the city of Pel-rezlata. Sha-li of the domain of Benel. Sha-li of the kingdom of Dar. But you’ve made me a wizard. Us. So, from now on, because I am a wizard, I’ll be called Sha.” 

All the wizards who had come before me had dropped the len suffix from their names. They were known by their name alone and their greatest deeds. Such as Sune the Reliable. Or Hol the Fortunetelling Wizard. I was the first li to be a wizard. Me! Maybe one day I would be known as Sha the Powerful. Or Sha the Unstoppable. Or Sha the . . . well, time would tell, for I didn’t yet know what deeds I would do. But I would do them. For I wore a tunic and I was a wizard. I would be known for my great deeds. 

Singer. Sha. And me, the tunic said, thoughtfully, humming a little. The others used to call me Loud as the Sun. You shortened Endless Singer’s name to Singer. You could shorten my name to Sun. For I am loud and I am bright. Yes, I like that very much. Singer, Sha, and Sun. 

Singer, Sha, and Sun, Singer said. And then it started a song with our names. Sun joined in. I rolled my eyes, but I’d said I would sing. So, I did. 
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I have to say, it was much harder to tune out Singer when I could understand what it was saying. I was pretty sure I could remove the spell on my ears and tongue, but that would be rude. Hadn’t I wanted to know its language since it first imposed itself upon me?

You should still wear the robe they gave you, Singer said, after I’d checked on the shoot and announced my intention to visit the banshees. 

The Northern Territory was theirs. Even the molten fields where I was and which they only visited when they needed to carve blocks out of the black rock to make scrying basins or new doors for their mounds. 

I’d first met the banshees after I’d joined up with my witchery teacher Kyda-li. 

During that time, we, well Singer and I, had cast a purification spell on the curse-tainted water in their well. Shortly after, a handful of the banshees had given me a robe to protect me from the still-lingering curse and to act as a token of invitation for when I returned to remove the curse completely. 

As I’d said I would and as I had. 

With incessant, hard to ignore chirps, Singer had always insisted I wear the robe whenever I visited the banshees even though the curse was gone. But that was before I had a tunic. That was before. 

With one arm stretched out and the other bent at the elbow so I could admire the bright orange material of my tunic’s sleeves and watch as my tingling resident magic raced up and down them, I lay on my stomach near the patch of earth where I’d planted the seed. The late afternoon sun had turned the surrounding rock hot and I was wishing the shoot was already a tree to give me some shade. 

“Do you think the banshees made Sune the Reliable wear a robe when he came to tend the water tainted by the dragon’s curse? The curse he could only tend and not cure? The curse which you and I fixed before we even had a tunic?” I asked. 

Can we sing for the banshees? Sun asked. 

You should still wear it, Singer persisted. 

“You worry too much,” I said to Singer, jumping up. I’d never needed and didn’t need language to know that. Without so much as a backward glance, I left the shoot to grow on its own and strode off across the molten fields toward the steep incline and the following path through the grass to the banshees’ mounds. And then to Sun I said, “I don’t know. They’re not always the best audience.”

Still, I thought the shrill ringing in my ears was the result of me trying to figure out what kind of song the banshees might want or need and that my pondering had brought on a type of hearing illusion strong enough to make my head pound and my teeth ache until Sun asked, What is that? 

I hope that’s not what I think it is, Singer said. 

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and goosebumps erupted over my arms as the shrieking grew louder and the noise took shape. Not a ringing in my ears, but a persistent and unsettling keening. 

“That’s the banshees,” I said, narrowing my eyes at the shifting wall of filmy white that appeared like a vision of mist and fog, making a barrier between the black border of the molten field and the grass plains that led to the banshees’ homes.  

What if they try to tear you to shreds? Singer asked, inching over to press itself against the skin of my neck. 

Why would they tear her to shreds? Sun asked Singer. 

“Why do you greet me with your death-keening?” I demanded of the banshees who stood wavering in their ghostly white dresses as I stomped over and stopped an arm’s length away from the front line. 

Pulling a rock out of my pouch out of habit and tossing it up and catching it again, ready to throw it if I needed to, I looked among the crowd of pallid, sharp-toothed faces for the banshees I knew best; Mallaidh, Clodagh, Fennore, Líoch, Banbha, Geiléis, Oonagh, Álmath, and Eilis. 

Squeezed in tight against a mass of other banshees in the third row back, I found Banbha and took a step toward her. “What’s the meaning of this, Banbha? Sea monsters and dragons, will you stop that awful noise? Stop it, all of you!”

Her eyes red-rimmed, her bone-white hair framing her pale cheeks, Banbha held out her long-nailed, pallid hands as if to take my dark-skinned hands in hers. “How can you be here? It is for you we cry. We scried your death. We saw it in our bowls.”

“How is it that you are here? We saw death. We foresaw your death. We cry for you,” the banshees called out as one, their voices tumbling one over the other like rocks moved by the incoming tide. 

“When did you see my death? What did you see?” I asked, dropping my rock back into my pouch and glaring at the banshees one after the other. Of course, they didn’t flinch and a few of them hissed at me, but at least they’d stopped shrieking. 

In all the time I’d been here, after freeing the dragon Maidrik from his cursed imprisonment and while waiting for the seed to sprout, I’d never heard the banshees make their death cry. I knew about it. In fact, I knew more than most about banshees because they’d invited me to learn from them. Which not many were invited to do. During the lessons I’d had, they’d taught me to scry for death and how to see visions. But I knew, as well as they did, the visions showing up in a scrying basin were, sometimes and often, vague at best. Even if death was still the result.  

“We saw it this morning, your death,” Banbha said. 

“Your scrying basins need to be fixed,” I said. “Did you see me falling off the edge of the cliff? Because I didn’t fall. What did you see?”

“We saw you hanging. We saw you burst into flames. We saw the sky lit up with the redistribution and dissipation of the magic that makes you who you are.”

“Aren’t you supposed to warn those whose deaths you see? You saw mine and didn’t try to save me?” I glared more and crossed my arms. 

“We cannot save those who are meant to die. You know this, we have told you this. Furthermore, we did not want to warn you. We did not want you to die, but we shrieked and cried for you. Then we came here to mourn you,” the banshees said as one. 

“You could have saved yourself the trouble. You all need to be cured of blindness if you can’t tell the difference between death and someone becoming a wizard,” I said, pushing my shoulders back and gesturing to show the front of my bright orange tunic.

The banshees gasped as if they had suddenly been given new eyes in place of blind ones. 

“Our Sha-li. A li, a li,” they said, advancing upon me with such intensity, for a moment, an irritating flash of fear that they would tear me to shreds lit its way through me, turning my blood hot and making me grab my rock again. But, instead, they reached their dangerous, sharp-nailed fingers out to touch Sun. 

I knew you should have worn the robe they gave you, Singer said. 

What do I do? Sun asked, sparking with electricity at the same time my tingling resident magic raced next to my blood and spit tiny lightning bolts from my fingertips. 

“You don’t have to do anything,” I told Sun, pulling my resident magic back and letting it flicker against the skin on the insides of my palms. Then to the crowd of banshees, I said, “This is Sun, the tunic that has made me a wizard.”

“And you are a wizard. You! You are Sha. It was Sha-li who died,” Banbha whispered, gripping my shoulder.

“This has never happened before,” the banshees hissed. 

“I didn’t die,” I said, squirming under Banbha’s touch. If by, “This has never happened before,” they meant that a li had never become a wizard or if they meant that they had never seen a denizen (li or len) and tunic magic combine to become a wizard in a way that looked like death when they scried, I didn’t know and I didn’t care. They were missing the point. I let the rock fall back into my pouch. “And if you’d been so concerned about me, you could have hurried yourselves to help and saved me from hanging all morning off the edge of that stupid cliff.”

“But you changed, you changed, you changed,” the whole lot of them said, ignoring my words. And, as they repeated themselves, half of them shifted to their leathery-winged forms and flapped up into the air. “From Sha-li to Sha. From li to wizard.”

“You want me to come back when you’ve all calmed down?” I asked, shoving banshees and using my elbows to keep them from crowding me. It didn’t do any good. There were still too many of them. There were always too many of them.  

Don’t they want us to sing for them? Sun asked. 

I think we should come back later or leave altogether, Singer said. 

Wanting to roll my eyes or shriek out my own death cry, I wondered what would happen if I used a spell of dispelling. 

Before I could bring the spell into my mouth, Mallaidh, who sometimes acted as the voice for the banshees, gripped my arms. Though she blinked, she didn’t recoil as Sun sissled and sputtered against her touch. I didn’t recoil either. I was getting more and more used to the constant sharp bites. Or maybe it was that my tingling resident magic was doing a better job of buffering me. “We saw you but we did not know what we saw. Never before have we heralded with our screams a death that did not occur.”

“It looked like death,” the banshees said together. 

“Well, it wasn’t death. Not mine. Not yet. Not today,” I said, shaking my arms to loosen Mallaidh’s hold on me.

“We saw you. I saw you. But you were not the only thing to appear in the water of my basin. When I scried, I also saw a fast-moving, spreading darkness racing over the sea toward the cliffs of Aarth,” Mallaidh said, not letting me go, despite my efforts to make her. 

“Was it death? Was it death?” the other banshees asked. 

“Was it death?” I asked. 

“It was a writhing mass of darkness. If it was death, it was not close enough yet for me to see it,” Mallaidh said, looking into the distance over my shoulder as if she could see the vision there. 

“But you think it was?” I asked. 

There were villages in Aarth, beyond the famous cliffs, filled with denizens who could be affected by whatever darkness Mallaidh had seen. But the eastern shores of Benel, my home domain, could also be reached by whatever might be traveling through or over that same sea. 

“I had thought it was a darkness strange enough to tell a wizard about. I was going to send a message by air for the wizards,” Mallaidh said.

“But you aren’t going to now?” I asked. 

It was no wonder denizens hated it when banshees showed up. First, they went around shrieking death warnings and then they didn’t act when they should act when death, possible death, could be prevented. I’d spent a lot of time among the banshees, I’d learned a lot from them, but even so it still bothered me that they didn’t take stronger approaches to aid those in the kingdom. Not that they could stop death. No one could. Not when it was foretold. I did know that. They had told me. But still.  

“Why should I when there is a wizard in front of me here?” Mallaidh asked. 

A shiver shook me from the top of my wild hair to the tips of my booted toes. 

I don’t like the sound of that, Singer said. 

Ignoring Singer, I said, “I could take the call myself, to see why there is a mass of darkness moving toward the kingdom.”

And sing? Can we sing for darkness? Sun asked in the anuran language.

“Let’s go find out,” I said. 
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Before I left the Territory of the Northern Banshees, I dragged Líoch, Banbha, and Geiléis to the shoot and made them swear they would tend it until it grew into a hardy sapling. 

“It needs to be watered every day. Every day. If I scry for it and see it’s dead, you’ll be sorry,” I said. 

After ensuring they knew the location of the nearest water source, I took the basin I’d carved out of a section of molten rock, with which the banshees had taught me both death and general scrying, fashioned a woven holder which I reinforced with a strengthening spell, and slung it over one shoulder while I also slung my water decanter and my pallet with the banshee robe rolled up inside it over the other. 

“We will tend this little tree,” Líoch promised for the three of them as the other two laughed at me for my threats.

Teach them the growing song, Sun said. 

I narrowed my eyes at the banshees and said, “You had better.” 

Then I made them memorize the growing song though I wasn’t sure if either banshee magic or banshee singing would be good for a tree. After they’d repeated it to my satisfaction, Sun made us all sing it together as if we were a choir of anurans singing by a river. 

“Go on little witch-wizard. Your tree will be fine with us,” Geiléis said when we’d finally gotten to the end of the song. 

“I’m not little and my name is Sha,” I said automatically. Then I asked Sun, “Do you know how to call for an atmospheric element?” 

I never have, but I know how to, Sun said, letting out a sound almost as teeth-achingly shrill as the banshees’ death keening. 

Can’t we walk like we’ve always done? Singer asked, as if we’d never travelled by boat along the coast of western Dar. Or by dragon. Which we had. 

“Mallaidh said it was a fast-moving darkness,” I said, tapping my foot and then moving away from the banshees to pace alongside the chasm which split this section of the molten fields in two. “If I walk, it will take us days to get there. And we might be too late.” I did not want to arrive too late for my first task as a wizard. 

As Sun’s call faded into the air and nothing happened, I paced and paced some more. The banshees gave me sideways glances as they crooned to the shoot. Before I could decide that walking might actually be faster, a segment of air whooshed up to hover in front of my face. 

“I want to go to the cliffs of Aarth and fast,” I said, a thrill racing through me, for it had come. 

With a shifting blur, the atmospheric element calculated the cost in terms of resident magic and presented the number. Though it seemed steep, and I was leery of being cheated from my experience with bargaining with city vendors and tricksters, I didn’t challenge it, but, instead, let my tingling seep out from under my fingertips to pay as I climbed in. 

I’d traveled this way twice before. Once when the wizard Hol had banished me from Pel-rezlata and sent me to tell the queen about the baron’s treacherous actions. The second time had been my trip from the palace to the Ob-Achlun Valley where I’d met up with Hol’s mother, Kyda-li. The wizard Hol had paid for both. Since then, I hadn’t been able to call atmospheric elements on my own. Even though I’d tried on a few occasions. 

But now. 

Well. 

The atmospheric element started moving almost before I’d completely set my feet, but I didn’t fall out. I cupped one hand around my mouth and called down to the banshees who were waving their pale hands at me, “Don’t forget to water my tree!”

“Come see it again when it is grown,” the banshees shouted back. 

And then they were nothing but specks of white against a dark background and we were speeding along with the ground far beneath my booted feet. 

Night had fallen by the time we reached the cliffs. The atmospheric element dumped me out and dashed away again before I could actually verify it had brought me where I’d asked to be brought. But we had come eastward and the roar of the sea was reassuring. In fact, it was so similar a call to the crashing of the sea against the outer walls of the labyrinth back home that an annoying lump of homesickness filled my throat and I had to swallow it down. 

Is this them? The cliffs of Aarth? Singer asked, inching to the edge of my shoulder. 

“It had better be,” I said, marching toward the booming sound. 

When Astr-len and I’d dreamed of escaping the baron’s house and made our lists of where we would go, the cliffs of Aarth had been at the top of mine. And though I’d traveled extensively with Kyda-li and then with Cal-len, I hadn’t come this far east. Until now.  

Pulling light to my hands, I held them up and looked around. 

That’s not very bright, Sun said, and fed magic out from its cuffs to join the light I’d called. 

A shining ball formed between my hands with gathering intensity. Squinting against the glare, I tossed the ball upward. It grew in size and strength as it gained height, illuminating the space all around me; the grass-covered ground, the dark brown cliffs with their rough faces (not at all like the sheer black stone of the northernmost cliffs I’d just left behind), the odd stacks rising up from the sea as solitary spires, the white foam washing up against them with each crash of the waves, up and falling again, and beyond that, the moody sea, a swirl of motion and color. 

Can you see any darkness coming? Singer asked, leaning forward. 

“Besides the darkness of night?” I asked, setting my scrying basin, pallet, and decanter on the ground. 

While Singer and I gazed outward, Sun sang the growing song. As it did, the light we’d made continued to expand, brighter and brighter, turning the sky a lightening shade of blue and showing the distant horizon as if it were day. The stars vanished from view. The rising moon lost luster. Unlike the western coast and the fishing villages I’d visited, or perhaps because it was supposed to be night, the sea was empty of boats. There was nothing to see. Nothing unusual. Except. Wait. There. A smudge marring the line between sea and sky. A dark smudge. 

“There,” I said, pointing. 

Singer stretched out farther. 

What is it? Sun asked, pausing its song. 

“I can’t tell what it is.” 

I’d grown up by the sea. And even if I’d spent the majority of my free time exploring the labyrinth rather than out on the beaches or in boats, I’d seen my share of storm clouds. And although this could be a low, surface-riding storm, I didn’t think it was. 

It could be a sea creature or a number of sea creatures. 

Or it could be darkness. 

But I’d never heard of a spreading darkness. Not a darkness that wasn’t part of the natural cycle of night and day. I clenched my fists. Because of the baron’s desire to bend knowledge to fit his plans, I’d never heard of a lot of things. 

I kicked at the empty air. At this distance, not even a spell of revealing would help. The smudge was too far away. If I could fly, I could rush out and see what it was. Then I would know what to do about it. But I couldn’t fly. Or could I?

“Can you call another atmospheric element to take us out there?” I asked Sun. 

They won’t fly over the sea. Or I heard you shouldn’t fly in them over the sea. Or the others said it was inadvisable to use them to cross the sea. I know it was something like that, Sun said.  

Well, if I couldn’t get out to it, maybe I could bring it to me. 

Astr-len’s voice saying, “Wait, Sha-li, just wait,” echoed in my mind. But what good would it do to wait? It was coming this way on its own anyway. Whatever it was. And, besides, I wasn’t Sha-li anymore. 

As if to remind me of that or of something else, my tingling prickled against my fingertips. Moving my hands in and out of fists, I stared at the smudge. 

Sun gleamed orange under our still intensifying light. 

Singer squeaked. 

The wizard Hol, after telling me that lis could not be wizards, had sent me to learn witchery from his mother Kyda-li. Witchery was potions, spells, reading palms and tea leaves, it was listening to those who spoke and to those who didn’t speak, it was agreement, curing ills, and it was even the singing magic I could do even before I’d met Singer, which not many others could.

The witchery I’d learned from Kyda-li and those of the Open Road had been a magic of restraint and of waiting (enough to make even Astr-len happy). It was good and helpful, if sometimes tedious, magic. 

Spellbinding, the magic Kyda-li had said wizards and dragons could do, I’d learned on my own. I’d used it, altering the spells I’d been taught, weaving them together, and holding them in place, to restore wards and to fix damaged places. It was strong and lasting magic. 

But although wizardry was the magic I’d most wanted access to, I didn’t know much about it. The legends I’d heard detailing wizards’ deeds had been the ones Astr-len had heard while attending the baron’s heir and then passed on to me. Those legends had been few and far between, and, worse, of dubious reliability. What I knew for certain about wizardry was that Kyda-li hadn’t wanted her only len Hol to pursue it. 

Believing as all others did that a li couldn’t become a wizard, she hadn’t thought she’d needed to dissuade me from that particular path as she had Hol. But (obviously false beliefs aside) she hadn’t liked how I’d gone after what magic I was allowed. As one too rash, too impatient. While she’d admitted I could perform spellbinding magic the way a wizard could, and she wasn’t sure why, she’d also told me that Hol, even being the wizard she wished he wasn’t, had control of his magic and she wasn’t sure I did or ever would. She’d made it very clear that uncontrolled magic was dangerous magic. 

But I’d learned to wait. I’d learned control. I had. 

I shaded my eyes from the blinding light above me as it stretched out farther and farther to push night’s shadows away. It shifted the sea’s surface to a glaring and eerie pale color. Above my head, the sky faded to a blue that was almost white. I blinked against the brilliance, the moving darkness lost to view. 

“Listen. Be cautious with your magic. Be careful what you do,” Kyda-li had told me time and time again. 

Beyond what I’d seen Hol do with my own eyes, beyond the few legends I’d heard, I didn’t have much to instruct me on wizardry. 

But calling something to me wasn’t a lack of control. 

Even if it was an unknown smudge of darkness. 

With that in mind, I pulled the spell of summoning into my mouth, moved my hands into the accompanying gestures, and cast it.
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The light hurt my eyes. Singer inched under Sun’s neckline as if to hide from a hot sun. And just as I opened my mouth to call the light back to my hands and ask Sun to stop singing the growing song which it had resumed, a voice boomed out, “What is it that you are doing?”

Rock in hand, I whirled around. Squinting at the hazy, gray outline of a denizen-shaped form, I asked, “What business is it of yours?”

“When night turns to day, I find the occurrence to be very much my business,” the denizen said.

“Sun, stop singing,” I said. When it didn’t, I banged my rock against the tunic’s left sleeve hard enough to bruise my arm and added, “That’s enough. That’s good enough.”

Cutting itself off mid-note, Sun’s tone rang with dejection as it asked, That’s too much? The others are always telling me I go too far, do too much, try too hard. But I can’t tell. I never can tell for myself. 

Sending out a stream of tingling resident magic which had a connection with the firelight I carried around with me (and which I had an agreement with) and would know what to do, I tasked it to retrieve the expanding light we’d let get too big. 

As the recalled light’s magic poured downward to absorb into Sun and through its material down into my skin, my resident magic carried it as far inward as it could. The sky above us dimmed and darkened, the sea gleamed with a less harmful dazzle, and the surrounding glare faded. 

My eyes smarting, I blinked at the denizen, still only a shadowy and indistinct figure, while the returning light continued to fill me. 

It was too much and there was no place to put it all. 

There wasn’t even room for my resident magic to split and replenish. I couldn’t hold the light. Worse than that, I couldn’t hold on to my resident magic.

While it crowded me, my skin buzzing, my blood as hot as fire, and my hands full, I pulled the spell of dispelling into my mouth. I didn’t know what else to do.

You wanted light. You wanted to see. I was just trying to help, Sun said.

I didn’t have time to respond. I threw the words of the spell off my tongue and spoke them. The incoming light shattered. Shards of jagged brightness dispersed and raced away in all directions, not dimming, but expanding and moving fast. 

“Cursed sea monsters!” I shouted. 

Singer squeaked. 

Into our noise, the denizen spoke, and though I couldn’t hear what he said, the word jarred me. A clap sounded, sharp as thunder, and the light vanished. 

Aftereffect turning my vision white, I blinked until it cleared and the regular darkness of night settled back around me. I squeezed the rock I held and tried to calm my breathing, tried to hold the magic within me. Unsettled, overfull, it pressed and threatened to burst out. 

“Tell your tunic to absorb some of the magic,” the denizen said. 

Oh! I didn’t know I was supposed to, Sun said, scrambling to do so and, to my annoyed relief, easing the building pressure. 

At the same time that I called the smallest palmful of light to my hand and held it up to see the denizen’s face, he flicked a ball of soft, blue light into being in his and let it drift to float over our heads.

“Hol!” I said, startled. But there was no mistaking it was him. The stupid wizard Hol who’d banished me from Pel-rezlata and sent me away to learn witchery. The same Hol who’d told me lis couldn’t be wizards but learning witchery magic was worth the effort. I would recognize his black mustache, the brown tone of his skin, and the fit and color of his dark gray tunic anywhere. 

A flicker of surprise passed across his face. He tilted his head and then recognition hit him too. “Sha-li? No, Sha. But—”

His tunic is just as shocked as he is, Sun said. 

This is Kyda-li’s len? Singer asked, poking its head out from under the protection of Sun’s collar. 

“I know. It’s not possible,” I said to Hol, shoving my rock back into my pouch. 

Hol raised his eyebrows and his lips quirked into
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