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Heritage

Magic is dangerous. But so is denying it.

By Alysabeth Vale

Dedication:

Veiled, potent, true.

To the one who cracked open the gate.

You held a mirror to my buried self, even for a moment.

You vanished, but I remained—blazing.

This book is not about you.

But it exists because you reminded me that I was still alive.

I healed where I could have shattered.

And for that, this flame.

Ritual Gate:

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

The First Gate

This is Heritage.

The weight of what was handed down in silence.

The names we carried before we could speak.

The shadows carved into our bones by hands not our own.

This is the soil, the blood, the altar of origin.

Enter with open eyes.

Remember what was forgotten.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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The Mystic Academy, Long Before the First Flame Stirred...

The candlelight in the chamber guttered, casting long shadows that danced across ancient stone. Dust motes drifted through the air, thick as secrets. Beyond the high windows, night stretched over the world like a shroud.

A woman stood alone before a locked vault, her hand pressed flat against its surface. It was cold. Older than the Academy itself. Older than memory. Her robes whispered as she stepped back, eyes narrowed—not in fear, but recognition.

“They sealed it thinking no one would ever return,” she murmured. Behind her, an older man—weathered, with eyes like stormglass—watched in silence. “And yet here we are.”

“Not by accident,” she said, “and not without cost.”

He hesitated. “Do you believe it’s her?”

“I know it is,” she said. “I saw the signs. The same ones he once tried to mimic.”

Vareth flinched at the name. Even centuries later, the syllables tasted bitter in the mouth.

“She’s not like him,” the woman added, quieter now. “She’s already broken the pattern just by surviving.”

The vault thrummed faintly beneath the stone a sound almost too low to hear. For just an instant, a ripple of shadow pressed outward against the edges, as if something inside had stirred. She turned, retrieving a scroll wrapped in worn blue silk. As she unrolled it, the candle’s flame flickered violently—like the prophecy itself had stirred awake. She read aloud only part of it. The rest... would reveal itself in time.

⋰⟢⋱

Three shall rise when the Veil thins:

one by fate,

one by fire,

and one by fracture.

Balance lies not in their power, but in their bond.

⋰⟢⋱

The woman’s voice faded into the dark.

“If they fail... the Veil won’t just thin. It will shatter.”

She re-rolled the scroll, eyes lingering on the flame one last time.

“It’s already beginning.”

The woman’s name was whispered only once before she disappeared from the Academy’s records: Seraphine.

The man—known in some circles as Vareth—had long watched the threads of fate unravel in silence.

Part 1

Threads of Fate

“In the weaving of fate, every choice is a spark waiting to ignite.”
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Chapter 1: The Garden and the Silence
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Camomile was different—and she knew it.

Not just in the way children sometimes feel different, like they don’t quite fit. No. Camomile knew, deep in her bones, that she was truly different. From the time she was very small, the whispers had followed her—soft murmurs no one else could hear, words that came not from people but from the wind, from the roots beneath her feet and most of all, from the sky.

Her father had known, too.

Before he died, he told her only half-truths about who she was.

And he made her swear never to speak of it to anyone.

“Hide it, Camomile,” he had whispered, his hand wrapped tightly around hers. “Even the kindest faces can turn cruel when they’re afraid of what they don’t understand.”

And so, she had hidden.

After his death, the silence in her house grew louder than any of the voices in her mind.

Her stepmother had always looked at her with thinly veiled contempt—but after her father’s death, it worsened.

She tolerated Camomile, but barely. She could see it in the way she set her plate on the edge of the table, never quite looking her in the eye. As if they were waiting for something in her to snap.

But Camomile didn’t snap.

She simply drifted away.

She tried, once, to share her truth. She was young—too young to understand the weight of secrets. She told a friend, someone she trusted, about the voices. About the voice that came more often she felt in her chest more than heard in her ears. A voice that made her feel like she wasn’t alone.

The boy laughed. Told the village.

Called her crazy.

Since then, Camomile had stopped speaking much at all.

She spent her days at the edge of the forest, where the trees knew how to listen without judgment. Or in the garden behind her home, where she tended herbs and wildflowers with hands steadier than anyone expected. The plants never asked her to be anything other than quiet and gentle.

There, she was free to listen.

There, she didn’t feel quite so strange.

Sometimes, after the weeding and watering was done, she’d lie back in the overgrown grass and watch the clouds drift by. The sky felt closer than it should have—like it knew her name. When the wind brushed her cheek, it almost always carried a whisper she couldn’t quite catch, as though something ancient far above was trying to remember her.

She turned to her small but beautiful garden and smiled softly. She was proud of it—even the little white flowers called feverfew.

She especially loved those, though her stepmother called them useless and ugly. They grew in the cracks of the stone wall behind the garden, stubborn and pale, their petals always slightly wild. No matter how many times they were cut back, they returned—uninvited but thriving.

Camomile liked to think they were brave, the way they bloomed where they weren’t wanted. The way they didn’t need permission to exist.

She’d always admired them for their resilience and wondered—just for a moment—if she was like the feverfew in a way.

But before she could dwell on the thought, something strange happened.

Like a light switch flipped on in her mind, and above her, the sky churned with wind and wonder. For a heartbeat, a faint gold shimmer threaded the air, gone before she could be sure it had been there at all. She closed her eyes and listened.

And far away—so far it might have only been a dream—something opened its eyes and listened back.

As if it, too, had been waiting for her.
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Chapter 2: The Dream and the Shadow
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Camomile dreamed. Not her normal dreams of wings and sky, or even the Eldvale mountain range that peaked out in the north.

No, this dream was different than that.

She was walking through a forest—but not the one she knew. This forest was unfamiliar and strange, too still to be real. The wind tugged at her hair as the sunlight filtered through the trees and warmed the top of her head. But it was a hollow kind of warmth, like it belonged to someone else.

She kept walking.

She didn’t know what she was looking for, only that she had to keep moving. The silence pressed in around her, thick and unnatural. No birds sang. No squirrels scurried. Not even the buzz of insects. Just the sound of her breath and the quiet crunch of her footsteps on soft earth.

She wasn’t alone.

She could feel eyes on her. Heavy and unmoving. Watching.

Left... right... left... right...

A twig snapped behind her.

Camomile spun around. Nothing. Just trees.

Then—movement. Out of the corner of her eye, a shadow drifted forward. She couldn’t make out what it was. Her pulse quickened.

Before she could react, light exploded behind her—blinding and golden, as if the sun had torn through the sky. She tried to shield her eyes, but her limbs were frozen.

The light dimmed, and when she finally dared to look again, it had taken shape: a circle of glowing light, hovering in the air like a rippling portal. The circle of light pulsed gently, as if more than one presence waited within. She couldn’t see faces, only felt the echo of connection—like two voices speaking in unison without words.

It didn’t just glow. It felt... alive. Like it was watching her too—but gently. Patiently.

She didn’t know how, but she knew—this was what she had been searching for.

She stepped forward, arm outstretched.

The light moved toward her, pulsing gently.

Her fingertips brushed its edge—and it vanished. 

In its place stood a figure.

Tall. Wrapped in black robes. Faceless and silent. It glided toward her, dark as a storm cloud, and stopped only inches away. It didn’t speak. It didn’t move. But somehow, she knew—it knew her. Knew her name.

Light and shadow. Both had called her—but only one remained. The glow felt like memory, the shadow felt like hunger—hollow, endless, as if it could swallow her whole and still remain empty.

Camomile opened her mouth to scream—

—and woke up.

Her eyes flew open, heart pounding in her chest. For a moment, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the figure was still in the room with her.

“Get up, Camomile. Now!”

Mrs. Lilian’s voice snapped her out of it.

Camomile rubbed her eyes and blinked toward the doorway. Her stepmother stood there in her usual faded apron and sharp-eyed scowl, hands on her hips.

“Time to get moving. I need the chores done before the shop opens, and I don’t want to repeat myself.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Camomile muttered, her voice flat.

Mrs. Lilian turned on her heel, but not before giving Camomile a brief glance—almost worried. It passed quickly, like a thought she didn’t want to have, and she vanished down the stairs.

She sat up slowly, still half in the forest, the glowing light burned behind her eyelids. It felt real—too real. And familiar.

She dressed quickly and made her way to the barn. Feeding the animals didn’t take long, but she stretched the task out, letting her thoughts wander back to the dream. The forest. The portal. The shadow.

It had felt like more than just a dream. Like a message. Like a beginning.

When she returned to the house, Mrs. Lilian was already gathering her things: a basket of fabric over one arm, her wide-brimmed hat already perched on her head.

“Well then,” she huffed. “Let’s get a move on, girl. We don’t have all day.”

Camomile followed her down the dirt road in silence. The route was familiar: past the apple orchard, past Mr. Gibson’s Garden, where he stood as always with a spade in one hand and a hopeful smile for Mrs. Lilian.

“Good morning to you, Mrs. Lilian,” he called.

“And to you,” she replied politely.

He gave Camomlie a glance—and looked away, like he always did.

The dress shop sat at the western edge of town, tucked between two older stone buildings. It wasn’t busy early in the day, which meant sweeping, folding, and sorting. When the store did fill, no one used her name. They just said “girl,” or ignored her entirely. She had stopped expecting anything different.

Sometimes, when the shop was quiet, she’d sneak scraps of fabric and sew small things for herself. She kept them hidden in a cloth bag beneath a tree deep in the forest. One day, she’d take that bag and walk away from Brimclif for good.

She would leave. She had no friends. No family who truly saw her. Nothing to keep her here.

Just after eleven in the morning, Mrs. Lilian handed her a small list and eighteen gold coins.

“Take this to the market. Get everything on the list. Everything, Camomile. Do not forget anything.”

She nodded, half in a daze, and stepped outside into the warm sunlight. The air smelled of mid-spring and dust. She stretched her arms for a moment before walking toward the far end of town where the food market sat.

The walk was long, but she didn’t mind it. The farther she was from the dress shop, the easier it was to breathe.

She gathered everything on the list—grain, oil, dried fruit, a few spices—and started back. The sun had begun to tilt west, bathing the rooftops in gold.

That’s when the shadow passed overhead.

She stopped.

She looked up—nothing.

She walked another few steps, and again, the shadow came. This time, she caught it.

Wings.

Massive, gleaming wings. Bronze and firelight. They shimmered in the air like molten metal, each beat slow and thunderous, the wind beneath them curling through the trees and stirring the dust in golden swirls.

A dragon.

She stared, unmoving, as it circled once above the treetops and descended—down toward Millers Field.

For several heartbeats, she couldn’t move.

The bag of supplies slipped from her hands. Her mouth hung open.

No one else was looking up.

No one screamed. No one ran.

She was the only one who saw it.

She backed away slowly, then turned and ran—not to the shop, but to the trees.

Toward Miller’s field.

Toward the truth.

The stories weren’t stories. The whispers weren’t madness.

Dragons were real.

And one had just arrived.
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Chapter 3: The Field and the Flame
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Camomile’s feet barely touched the ground—she dodged low tree limbs and jumped over gnarled roots. Ten minutes after leaving the village, her lungs burned like fire. The sharp air stabbed her throat with every breath, but she kept going.

A dragon. A real dragon.

She’d seen it with her own eyes. Dark reddish-orange wings stretched wide across the sky, shimmering in sunlight. It circled once, twice, then glided down toward Millers Field.

Camomile didn’t know what compelled her to chase it. Her heart pounded—not just from the sprint, but from something deeper. Awe. Terror. Wonder. Something ancient stirred in her chest the moment she saw it.

She glanced up again—then her foot caught on something. She went down hard, face-first into the forest floor. Sharp sticks jabbed her arms; rocks scraped her ribs. Groaning, she rolled onto her back and winced at the dull throb pulsing through her body.

A root.

She laughed softly to herself, then scooted backward to lean against a tree. Another root caught her off guard—she tumbled again.

“Of course. Figures,” she muttered.

She stayed still a moment, catching her breath. Her chest still burned, but the forest air was cool on her face. Finally, she pulled herself up and jogged on. Millers Field wasn’t far—just a little more.

As she neared the forest’s edge, she crouched behind a bush. Her breath caught.

There she was.

The dragon stood in the tall grass of Millers Field, her scales glowing like embers beneath the fading sun. Wings folded neatly at her sides; she moved with a grace that seemed impossible for something so massive. Her reddish-orange scales sparkled faintly, as if lit from within, and her long neck curved slowly as she scanned the trees.

Camomile stared. Every part of her screamed to run. To hide. But something else—stronger—drew her forward.

What are you doing? her thoughts whispered. This is madness.

Maybe it was.

But her feet didn’t listen.

She didn’t understand it. The dragon should have been a nightmare—yet something deep inside had already decided. This was not a beast. This was something else. Something meant for her.

Slowly, carefully, she rose and stepped from the bush. Her heart pounded with every breath, but she walked—toward the dragon.

The dragon noticed her.

Amber eyes locked with hers. Not just golden—alive. Like flame and memory and something so old it had no name. She wanted to stop, to freeze, but her body kept moving. One step. Another. Until she stood barely five yards away.

The dragon tilted her head.

Then she bowed.

Camomile froze. Her breath hitched.

“You’re bowing to me?” she whispered, voice trembling with disbelief. She had no fire of her own—just trembling hands and a racing heart. And yet the dragon bowed, as if seeing the flame she hadn’t awakened.

She held out a cautious hand.

The dragon moved closer.

Camomile didn’t back away. She placed her palm gently on the dragon’s nose. The scales were warmer than she expected. Softer, too—smooth like polished stone worn down by time. As her hand pressed against the dragon’s snout, a shimmer of gold flickered across her skin—so faint she thought she imagined it. But the knowing that rose in her chest felt older than memory itself. A connection.

It felt like home.

“You’re real,” she breathed. “And you’re beautiful.”

The dragon exhaled slowly, warm breath rushing over her skin. The scent of ash and wildflowers filled her lungs. Her other hand joined the first, stroking the dragon’s nose. The dragon closed her eyes, leaning into the touch with quiet, trusting calm.

Camomile’s heart swelled, full and quiet.

But then—

“Skylith? What are you doing?”

The dragon’s eyes snapped open, head lifting abruptly. A man’s voice cut through the stillness.

Someone was coming—fast—from the other side of the forest.

She stumbled backward just as footsteps broke through the tall grass.

“Hey! Wait!”

Camomile turned to run, but her foot landed on something sharp. Pain exploded up her leg as she collapsed with a cry. She looked down—blood stained her torn pants. A sickle, half-buried in the grass, had sliced a deep gash from her calf to her foot—the worst bleeding from her heel.

Her breath came in short, ragged gasps—from pain, from panic, from all of it at once.

“Hey! Are you okay?” the voice was closer now, urgent.

No. No, no, no.

She forced herself up, limping as fast as she could toward the trees. Branches scratched her arms, but she didn’t stop. Her pulse roared in her ears.

She dove behind a bush and held her breath. Her foot screamed with every shift of weight; her hands shook violently—but she stayed still. The footsteps grew louder... then softer... then faded.

She exhaled, barely daring to believe she hadn’t been seen.

Then—Snap.

A twig behind her.

She turned too late. Arms wrapped around her from behind, one hand clamped over her mouth.

She kicked, thrashed. Her injured leg flared with blinding pain.

“Easy,” the man said, voice firm but not cruel. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

She still fought; breath ragged through her nose.

He slowly loosened his grip. “Let me help you. Please.”

She hesitated—then nodded.

He removed his hand.

“Let me go!” she gasped, voice cracked with panic.

But his hand flew back to her mouth. “Please,” he whispered. “You’re bleeding. I just want to help.”

She went utterly still.

After a moment, he slowly released her and stepped back.

She turned to face him—and froze.

He was tall, at least six feet, with brown hair laced with gray tousled across his forehead and muddy brown eyes that softened when they met hers. He didn’t look like a monster. He looked... concerned.

“I’m a knight,” he said simply.

Camomile’s stomach dropped. Her jaw parted. “What?”

The world tilted suddenly. Vision swam, dizziness rising. She blinked hard, trying to stay upright—but the blood loss was catching up with her.

“Can I take a look at your injury?” he asked gently.

She wanted to answer. Needed to. But her voice caught in her throat.

“Camomile?” he asked with concern.

As her mind slumped toward unconsciousness, the stranger caught her and whispered, “I’ve got you this time...”

And just before everything went black—before her legs gave way and stars filled her vision—one final thought flickered in her mind like a spark or dangerous wildfire:

How did he know my name?

The world narrowed to heat and pain and unanswered questions.

Then everything slipped away.
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Chapter 4: The Knight and His Dragon


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


She drifted in and out of awareness.

There was warmth—steady, rhythmic motion. Strong arms. The scent of leather and earth. Occasionally, her eyes fluttered open to a canopy of high leaves and dappled light, only to shut again under the weight of exhaustion. A voice murmured softly—low, steady, too distant to make out. It might’ve been her name.

Pain burned through her leg with every jolt, but it grounded her. Kept her tethered.

A man’s voice—clearer this time—carried through the haze like wind through trees.

Where am I?

She lay on something hard and uneven—definitely not a bed. A blanket was draped over her, rough beneath her fingertips. Her hand brushed something else—silken, cool... alive.

What is that?

She turned toward it, and pain flared behind her eyes. A groan slipped out as the ache buried itself deep in her skull.

The light had shifted. The sky now trailed toward late afternoon, gold pooling at the edges of the hills. She was lying near the tree line. The scent of wild mint drifted on the breeze. A few paces away stood the knight, arms crossed, brow furrowed, gaze distant.

Camomile tried to sit up. Pain lanced through her.

His head snapped toward her. “You’re awake.”

The voice again—closer this time, steady and concerned.

He crossed the space between them in a few strides, crouching at her side. “Don’t move too much. You fainted. You’ve been out for a while.”

Her eyes opened slowly. Light and motion blurred together. Trees shifted above her in strange patterns. A massive shape loomed nearby—coiled and quiet.

The dragon.

It all returned in fragments. The stranger in the field. The sickle slicing her foot. Her breathless sprint. The crash into the woods. The man calling her name when she hadn’t even spoken it.

Was it a dream?

“Are you alright?” the man asked again. Calm. Kind. Nothing like Mrs. Lilian’s shrill voice.

Her vision swam in a dull haze.

But the voice—the face—yes. It was him.

She gasped and tried to sit up again. Her head throbbed, her leg screamed. She cried out.

“Easy,” he said, reaching out instinctively. “Don’t move. The bandage might come loose.”

Bandage?

Camomile stilled, breath shaking. Her fingers grazed her foot—cloth, carefully wrapped.

Her hand trembled. Slowly, her sight cleared—haze replacing blur.

“You’re okay,” he said again. “You’re safe.”

She looked up at him. The same brown hair. The same muddy, river-dark eyes. Yes—he was the man from the field. She’d seen him. Just once, before she’d run.

She opened her mouth to speak, but her throat was cracked and dry.

“Water,” she rasped.

He was already reaching for a cup. She tried to hold it, but her hands shook too violently. It slipped through her fingers and hit the ground.

She blinked, frustrated.

Without a word, he refilled it and brought it back to her lips. “Here. Let me.”

He tilted the cup gently. Cool water touched her tongue. She sputtered at first, but it was perfect—clean and life-giving. Her whole body trembled.

“Slow,” he said softly. “You’ve had a shock.”

She nodded weakly.

He helped her drink again, slower this time. Gradually, the shaking eased. A breeze touched her forehead, cooling the damp there.

Camomile exhaled. “How long was I out?”

“A few hours,” he said. “I brought you here so you wouldn’t wake up deeper in the woods. Seemed safer.”

She nodded faintly. “Thank you. I-I didn’t mean to cause trouble.”

The man gave a tired smile. “You didn’t. I just... didn’t want to leave you.”

She pushed herself up with effort, brushing hair from her face. “I need to get home. I live nearby. On the edge of the woods, near Millers Field. I can walk from here.”

He frowned. “With that foot?”

“I’ll manage. It’s not broken. And I know these woods.”

Still, he hesitated.

“I’ve limped home before,” she added with a small smile. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

He studied her for a moment longer, then reached into a pouch and pulled out a small glass vial. It shimmered faintly, pale and luminous like springwater.

“Here. It’ll help. Not a miracle cure, but enough to keep you steady.”

She accepted it, eyed the contents suspiciously. “What’s in it?”

“Old remedy,” he said, his voice quieter than before. “Taught to me by someone who knew herbs better than most healers. It’s safe.”

The man hesitated as he spoke. Almost like he was seeing a memory as he watched her take the vial.

Camomile uncorked the tiny bottle and took a cautious sip.

Coolness slid down her throat—mint and honey and something else. Something strangely familiar.

She blinked.

Warmth bloomed faintly in her ankle. Not gone but dulled. Bearable.

“Better?” the man asked.

She nodded. “Yeah... thank you.”

He stood and offered his hand. She took it. Her leg held, though she leaned on the tree beside her.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Camomile Layton,” she said. “But just Cam.”

At the name, he froze.

The air shifted. His face paled, like a memory had caught him off guard. Something flickered behind his eyes—grief, sharp and buried.

“Well,” he said after a moment, voice low. “It’s good to meet you, Cam. I’m Sir Benjamin Miles. But Ben works too.”

He turned slightly, gesturing behind her. “And this is Skylith.”

Cam turned.

The dragon stood near the trees, scales glinting reddish-orange in the low light. Her gaze gleamed with intelligence—ancient and impossible.

It’s a pleasure to meet you, Camomile Layton, said a voice inside her mind.

Cam went rigid. Her eyes flew wide.

“You—” Her voice caught. “You can talk?”

Ben tilted his head. “You can hear her?”

Cam nodded, still staring at the dragon.

“I thought... I thought dragon-speech was a myth.”

Not a myth, Skylith said gently. You simply hear what others cannot.

“Skylith’s been with me most of my life,” Ben said quietly. “And still, she surprises me.”

Cam tilted her head. “You can hear her too?”

Ben’s gaze lingered on her, measuring. “I’m the only one who’s supposed to hear her. We’re bonded.”

The words settled slowly, like snow refusing to melt.

Cam frowned. “Is that... not normal?”

His mouth curved—something between a smile and a sigh. “Not for most people.” He didn’t explain further, only watched as she turned back toward Skylith, now closer, coiled in quiet stillness.

“You’re beautiful,” Cam whispered.

And you are more than you know, Skylith replied, her voice like wind over canyon stone.

Cam blinked. “How do I hear you so clearly?”

Ben was watching her closely. “That’s what I’d like to find out.”

They stood in silence for a beat, the air heavy with unspoken things.

“Do people... know?” Cam asked. “About dragons?”

Ben nodded his head. “Yes.”

Cam exhaled. “People in Brimclif don’t talk about the old stories. And they never talk to me. I’ve always been treated like I didn’t belong.”

“Why?” Ben asked.

“I’m an orphan. My father died when I was ten. And the woman who raised me isn’t kind. No one’s ever tried to get close.”

Sadness crossed his face—genuine, unguarded.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Cam didn’t reply. But something stirred in her chest—sharp and strange. A tug. Familiar grief laced with something deeper.

She does not know, Skylith murmured, still watching Cam.

“What?” Cam blinked. “What do you mean?”

Ben exhaled. “She means you don’t know who you are.”

Cam frowned. “I do.”

You know your name, Skylith said. But not your blood.

A chill prickled her spine.

“My... blood?”

“You don’t remember anything? Before Brimclif?” Ben asked.

Cam shook her head. “No. Just the stories my father told me before he died. That’s all.”

Ben closed his eyes, breath slow and controlled. “I see.”

There was more—Cam felt it in the pause between them.

“What do you know?” she asked.

Ben hesitated. “I... I can’t. Not yet.”

“You knew my parents, didn’t you?”

His silence was answer enough.

Tears gathered, unspoken. She looked away, toward the horizon. The sun had vanished, and the trees stretched long, uncertain shadows across the ground.

“I should go,” she whispered.

Ben didn’t follow. “You sure you’ll be alright?”

She nodded, barely.

“There’s something about you, Cam,” he said. “I haven’t seen all of it yet. But what I have... I don’t want you getting hurt before you understand what you are.”

Cam blinked. “What I am?”

He didn’t answer. Just looked at her again—something weighty and ancient behind his eyes.

She let it go. “I’ll be careful.”

“Good. Go straight home.”

She turned to leave.

“Cam,” he called softly.

She paused.

“If you ever hear a voice that isn’t your own... don’t ignore it.”

Cam gave a small nod, her heart thudding in ways she didn’t understand. She limped toward the trees.

Then paused again.

She turned, hand on the trunk. “Back in the woods,” she said. “You said my name before I ever told you. How did you know it?”

Ben’s jaw tensed. He glanced away.

“I’ve heard it before,” he said. “A long time ago.”

“From who?”

Ben hesitated. “Someone who meant a great deal to me. Someone I’ve been looking for... a very long time.”

Cam stared. Her breath hitched.

He didn’t elaborate. Just looked at her like it hurt to carry the truth.

She didn’t press.

Then Skylith moved, stepping forward, her shadow long and flickering.

You are not lost, she said in Cam’s mind. You are only beginning.

Cam’s breath caught. The voice—so clear now, so close.

“I... I don’t know what I’m beginning,” she whispered aloud.
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Chapter 5: The Call to Leave
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Cam didn’t remember the walk home. Only the ache in her leg and the weight in her chest that refused to lift.

By the time she stepped through the door, the world already felt sharper.

Cam’s hunch had been right. Mrs. Lilian was furious.

But then again—what else was new?

Mrs. Lilian sent her straight to her room without so much as a glance. Cam didn’t argue nor did she push back. She never did. She had just reached the stairs when Mrs. Lilian asked, sharply, “What have you been doing all afternoon?”

Cam didn’t answer. She kept walking, silently climbing the stairs to her small room tucked beneath the eaves. She knew the unspoken rule: don’t talk about the knight. Don’t speak of the dragon. Don’t ask questions that didn’t have safe answers.

She shut her door behind her and let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Her room, tiny and slanted-roofed, held only the barest comforts—a worn quilt, a rickety dresser, and an open window that let in the scent of earth and clover. Cam sat on the edge of her bed and looked out across the quiet village.

Were they still out there—Ben and Skylith?

She closed her eyes, and just as she did, a soft breeze fluttered through the window, stirring her hair. It smelled of spring and something older—like fire and sky.

Then she heard it.

A whisper.

Cam blinked her eyes open and scanned the room. Nothing. Just dust motes in the slanted sunlight and the stillness of late evening. Maybe she imagined it. Maybe it was just the wind.

But no matter how she tried to distract herself, her thoughts circled back to the glade. To the dragon whose voice lived in her mind. To the knight who knew something he wouldn’t say.

She flopped onto her back and stared at the low ceiling. The silence didn’t comfort her.

Who were her parents, really?

She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to picture them—

not memories, just shadows.

A mother lost to stories. A father defined by silence.

Had they been brave, she wondered. Had courage been something you inherited... or something you learned alone?. Had they once walked among dragons too?

So many questions. Not enough answers.

Cam rolled onto her side and willed her thoughts to quiet. Eventually, exhaustion took her.

She dreamed she lay on the forest floor, sunlight dappled across her skin through the trees. The air smelled like cherries and clovers, warm and lazy. She felt... peaceful. Almost weightless, as though a faint golden shimmer hovered at the edges of her vision. Then the light shattered into shadow.

Then the wind shifted, and the light disappeared.

She kept her eyes shut, even as a shadow fell over her.

Hands brushed her hair away from her face—gentle, but unfamiliar. A man’s breath stirred near her ear.

Her heart thundered. She tried to move but couldn’t.

Then she was being lifted—cradled in strong arms. She didn’t know why, but she felt heat rise under her skin, a breathless panic. She fought to open her eyes. Nothing. Darkness.

A scream tore through the dream—high-pitched and otherworldly. It cracked across the dreamscape like lightning through a storm, piercing her bones. Beneath the sound, she thought she felt something else—an emptiness pressing in, hollow and hungry. She tried to cover her ears, but her arms wouldn’t respond.

Pain bloomed across her legs, white-hot and deep.

Cam jerked awake.

The scream followed her out of sleep.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Benjamin Miles lay under the stars, sleep refusing to come.

Cam’s face haunted him. Her eyes, the way they widened when he refused to speak of her parents. The pain. The recognition. The look in her eyes when he’d refused to tell her the truth—he’d seen that look before. On Anthony. On Isabella. On himself, when he was too young to understand what war meant. It was the look of someone standing at the edge of something vast, knowing they couldn’t turn back.

She had her father’s fire. The quiet kind. The kind that smoldered before it blazed. And she had Isabella’s heart—gentle, unwavering. She had their courage, their curiosity, their love stitched into her like thread in a banner.

She looked like them. Both of them.

And the way she heard Skylith.

That wasn’t supposed to be possible. He had noticed it the moment she first spoke back to Skylith. Her energy resonated with something ancient. Something he hadn’t felt in years.

And her eyes—blue gray like storm clouds. Like Isabella’s.

No. He shook his head. Don’t go there.

He lay back again, hands behind his head, eyes on the moon. It was round and low, casting pale silver across the glade.

Ben ran a hand through his hair and sat up slowly. “Could it really be her?” he whispered. “After all these years?”

Ben closed his eyes and exhaled slowly.

“I should’ve told her more,” he murmured. “She deserves to know.”

Skylith’s snore rumbled beside him, deep and volcanic.

Ben laughed softly to himself. “Of course, I bond with the only dragon in the realm who snores like a thunderclap.”

Then a sound caught his attention.

A scream knifed through the night, scraping down his spine like claws dragged across frozen glass. Far off, but unmistakable.

Banshees.

He leapt to his feet, heart racing. Another scream, closer now. Skylith stirred—very alert. One look at him, and she knew. His heart pounded with fear and dread—and hers did too.

If they found her... then what else was close behind?

“Cam!” he breathed and didn’t waste another second. He ran for the village, and his dragon took to the sky in a blaze of wind and fire.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Cam was on the floor of her bedroom, tangled in her blanket, staring at the door. The room was dim, shadows long. Must be past midnight.

Her heart was still racing.

What kind of dream was that?

She’d always dreamed of escaping Brimclif. Every night since she was old enough to sew dresses and clean counters. But never like this. Never with dragons and pain and whispers in the dark.

She sat on the bed, glancing toward the open window. Outside, the wind stirred again, but this time, she sensed something more.

A feeling settled in her gut—something was coming. Something bad.

And when Cam got that feeling... it usually meant she was right.

She moved quickly, stuffing what little she owned into an old sack: a worn book, a small purse of coins, a blanket, a crust of bread, and a half-filled canteen. Not much. But enough.

She scribbled a quick note and left it on the dresser

She didn’t even feel fear. Just certainty.

Her hands shook anyway.

She stood there for a long time, fingers on the sill, listening to the silence of the house. Leaving meant she would never come back. A small part of her wanted to wait—one more night, one more morning. But the certainty in her chest burned hotter than fear. She slipped into the dark.

Cam climbed out the window, landing softly on the earth below. The stars shimmered above like watchful eyes.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Ben ran through the night, his cloak snapping at his heels like a second shadow. His boots pounded the earth in rhythm with the panic rising in his chest.

He didn’t stop when the forest thinned near the farmhouse. He didn’t stop when his lungs ached, and his legs burned. He only paused when the building came into view—the shopkeeper’s place, cold and dark, with its chipped shutters and empty silence.

He scanned the windows. One was cracked open, the curtain fluttering faintly.

That’s the one, he thought.

He crept closer, silently climbing onto the windowsill and slipping inside. The room was empty. The bed—unmade. The dresser drawers hung open like gaping mouths, and the whole space had a restless energy, like someone had left in a hurry.

On the dresser sat a single scrap of parchment. Benjamin picked it up, heart thudding.

I’m leaving. I’m not coming back.

– Cam

He stared at the words for a long moment, then exhaled sharply and set the note down. “She left on her own,” he murmured. “Smart girl.”

A shriek roared through the trees like a curse flung from another world—raw, ancient, and wrong. His body tensed instantly.

Banshees. They were close.

He vaulted back through the window and into the forest.

Another shriek split the air—closer now. Too close.

He skidded to a halt at the edge of the tree line and caught movement in the distance. Figures, pale and gliding between the trees like smoke. He didn’t need to see their faces to know what they were. Banshees. The shadow creature’s cruelest hunters.

Their scream—it wasn’t a sound. It was pressure. A sickness. Like gravity made of noise. It clawed through him, splitting thought from self. Ben covered his ears, but it was useless this close. The sound pierced through flesh and memory, dragging grief out by the roots.

He dropped to his knees.

Stop... please... 

Then, suddenly, silence.

He gasped and lay still, stunned. Slowly, his ears rang less. His heartbeat thundered in the quiet.

And then he saw them. Footprints.

Bare. Small. Still fresh. She’s alive.

He nearly wept with relief, but he held it in. The banshees were still too close.

He turned, following the footprints deeper into the woods. His mind raced. Banshees could track scent within minutes. He didn’t have long.

“She’s headed toward Miller’s Field,” he whispered. “Either that’s good... or very, very bad.”

Another scream erupted behind him. It peeled through the trees like stone tearing away from stone—as if the forest itself had found a voice to beg for silence.

Ben didn’t flinch. He had no time to spare.

He ran harder.

Cam was out there.

And he would get to her before those foul creatures could.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Cam ran. Ran as fast as she could until she saw the tree line she was looking for. She ducked into the trees at the far edge of the village, feet carrying her on familiar paths she’d once wandered as a child—before she was caught and punished. Before she stopped hoping to leave.

She reached the gnarled old tree she’d marked years ago. The one she could pick out even in the dark. She brushed away moss, found the hollow she’d carved, and retrieved a weather-worn bundle of clothes sewn by moonlight over the course of years. Each stitch had been a quiet promise: One day, I will go.

She smiled faintly. That day had come.

But then—

A sound shattered the stillness.

A scream. Too loud to be real—like a landslide of sound collapsing inside her bones.

Not human. Not animal.

Other.

Cam dropped to her knees and slammed her hands over her ears. The sound clawed through her skull, sharp and relentless, like something trying to dig its way in. It grew—splitting the air like broken glass, relentless.

She remembered it. From her dream.

It wasn’t a dream, she realized.

It was a warning.

The scream went on and on. Then suddenly—silence.

Cam peeled her hands from her ears slowly, heart pounding. She wasn’t deaf. Not yet.

“What was that?” she whispered to herself, but even her own voice felt too loud.

She shoved her meager supplies into her bag and rose to her feet, trying to steady her breath. She turned her back on Brimclif and stepped deeper into the trees.

This time... she wouldn’t look back.

Cam heard footsteps.

Heavy. Fast. Getting closer.

She darted behind a bush, clutching her bag tight against her chest, heart hammering.

A hand shot out in front of her.

She gasped—but before she could scream, a firm hand covered her mouth.

“Cam, stop! It’s me. It’s Ben.”

The voice registered. She stopped struggling.

He pulled his hand away slowly. She turned to face him—and there he was. The knight. Real, alive, and out of breath.

Her breath caught. She hadn’t realized how badly she’d needed to see a familiar face—even his.

“I’m so glad I found you,” he whispered.

Cam tried to respond, but words felt stuck behind her heartbeat. She just stared.

“You okay?” he asked softly.

She nodded.

“What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

“I was looking for you,” he said. “And how I found you isn’t as important as what’s coming.”

A distant screech echoed behind them. They both froze. It wasn’t just sound—it was pressure, dread, something older than language that pressed into the hollows of their chests.

“What is that?” Cam asked with a shaking whisper. 

Ben looked behind them and dropped his voice. “We need to move. Now. Don’t speak. Don’t make a sound. If we stay here...”

He didn’t finish.

Cam nodded. 

She followed.

And this time, she didn’t look back.
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Chapter 6: The Escape
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The night was growing darker by the minute, and Benjamin still hadn’t returned.

Skylith flew high above the treetops, her wings stretched wide in a silent glide. The wind slid past her scales like a whisper, cold and sharp—but her thoughts burned hotter than flame.

Where was he?

Had he found Cam?

She tilted her head, eyes like burning opals scanning the forest below. No sound. No movement. Only moonlight threading silver across the tangled canopy.

The distance itched. Being bonded to a human had its strengths—but also its flaws. And one of the greatest was silence. At a certain range, even a bond frayed into nothingness. She could no longer feel Ben, not clearly. Just the ghost of him.

Still, she circled. Watched. Waited.

Earlier that evening, she’d asked a question she hadn’t spoken aloud in over a decade:

“Did you know she’s powerful?”

He had paused, his voice turning strange and low.

“Yes,” he’d said. “Back when Isabella was still pregnant. She were afraid. We all were back then.”

Of course they were. Camomile Layton was more than a child. She was prophecy wrapped in flesh. A bloodline made from two worlds that were never meant to intertwine.

And now... both of them were gone.

Isabella. Anthony.

His friends.

Cam was all that remained.

But Skylith remembered more than Ben did. More than any human could.

She remembered the long silence after Anthony’s death—how Therynys, the great silver dragon, had not moved for days. She remembered asking what had happened. And she remembered the silence in return.

Not because Therynys had nothing to say.

But because a vow had been made.

A vow between riders.

And between dragons.

Anthony and Isabella had sworn never to speak of the child—not until it was safe. Not until the world had changed.

Therynys had obeyed. Even unto death.

So had Benjamin.

But now... now that child walked the woods below.

And the world was catching up.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Camomile stumbled beside Ben as they moved deeper into the forest. Her breath was ragged. The cloak around her shoulders was heavy with borrowed warmth, but it didn’t stop the cold that had settled in her chest.

Brimclif was already gone behind them. A memory she would never return to.

And Ben—Ben wasn’t just a stranger anymore. He was something else. A protector. A liar. A man made of secrets.

She didn’t trust him fully. Not yet. But she followed.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

He didn’t answer right away. “Somewhere safe.”

That was all.

She gritted her teeth, nodding. There was no other choice.

They were almost to the edge of the woods when it began.

The silence.

At first, she thought it was her imagination—but then Ben stopped dead.

His arm shot out, stopping her.

“No birds,” he said. “No insects.”

Cam frowned. “So?”

He didn’t answer.

A scream tore through the trees.

Not a sound. A weapon.

It split the air and hammered her ribs. She dropped to her knees, hands over her ears, the world fracturing into shards.

“Banshees!” Ben shouted.

They came from the shadows—pale and spectral, their limbs too long, their faces hollowed masks of anguish. Wraith-like. Endless.

Ben shoved her behind him, blade already drawn.

One of the creatures lunged. He met it mid-stride, slashing across its midsection. Shadow-flesh hissed and reeled, but it didn’t stop.

They never stopped.

“Cam—run!”

She couldn’t.

The scream pinned her.

Another banshee surged forward. Ben blocked it, but one slipped around. Cam barely had time to turn before it struck her—claws slicing deep into her side. She screamed, falling to the ground.

Ben roared and tackled the creature, burying his sword in its heart. It shrieked and vanished into mist—but not before leaving three long gashes across Ben’s back.

He collapsed beside her, coughing blood.

“Call her,” he rasped. “Skylith... call her.”

Cam blinked at him, pain clouding everything.

Call her?

Skylith, she whispered in her mind.

Nothing.

Please. Please come.

Still nothing.

The banshees closed in.

The world went very quiet inside her.

Then something deep in her bones whispered—not to her mind, but to the earth.

Cam pressed her palms to the dirt. Her fingers twitched. Her lips moved without meaning to.

A whisper formed. Not in English. Not even human. The syllables felt ancient—older than thought itself.

The ground trembled. The air shimmered.

Then—light.

A surge of violet-black fire laced with silver-blue burst from her like a heartbeat, bright enough to blind.

The banshees shrieked as the wave hit them, their bodies unraveling mid-air like ash. For a split second, the edges of their forms glimmered gold before dissolving into nothing. The shadows thickened around the banshees, a wrongness clinging to them. Cam felt it for the first time—the same hollow hunger from her dream, wearing new shapes. Then Cam collapsed, blood pouring from her side.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Ben dragged himself to her, vision going black around the edges. “Cam—no, no, stay with me—”

But he couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. His body gave out.

The forest tilted. But not before more banshees surged from the trees—five, maybe six, shrieking as they closed in from every side. The shadows thickened, teeth and claws flashing in the moonlight. There was no time. No escape.

And then—flame.

A roar split the sky.

Skylith descended in a blaze of fire, her wings splitting the dark, her breath a furnace. She crushed one banshee beneath her talons, immolated two more, and sent the rest screaming into the night.

I’m here, she said, lowering her head.

Ben barely lifted his gaze. “She saved me... magic...”

I know. I felt it. It wasn’t learned. It was inherited.

He nodded, delirious. “Can you get us to... Karethwyn? The cave.”

Yes. Hold her.

He gathered Cam in his arms. She was ice. Too pale.

Skylith curled around them, lifted them into her claws, and soared into the sky.

The world dropped away.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Ben didn’t remember the landing.

He only knew pain.

They were in a cavern now—stone walls, moss-draped, firelight flickering. A hidden place deep within the Forest of Karethwyn.

Skylith had helped him carry Cam inside. Laid her gently on an old stone cot.

He staggered to his knees and pulled a small vial from his belt. The last of it.

The healing potion.

He drank half to keep himself upright. Then tipped the rest between Cam’s lips.

“Please,” he whispered.

She stirred.

Her chest rose.

Color returned to her face.

Ben sat beside her and waited.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

In the space between breath and dream, Cam drifted.

She felt light. Not air. Not sky. Something deeper.

She was floating through a place without shape. A memory that wasn’t hers.

Then—a voice.

“Camomile Layton.”

She turned. There was no form. Just the voice, low and ancient and echoing through her soul.

“You are waking, child of fire and memory.”

Images swirled. A tower. A burning sword. A dragon’s eye opening in darkness.

“There are shadows in the Knighthood and the Mystic Academy,” the voice whispered. “Not all who swear loyalty mean it. One wears silver. One bears lies.”

Cam opened her mouth. “Who are you?”

The voice softened.

“Once, I had many names. But yours is the one that matters now.”

The fog tore open.

And she fell.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Pain found her before sight did.

Cam woke with a gasp.

Pain lit up her side. Her hand flew to her ribs—bandaged, tight, wet. She wasn’t alone.

Ben was there, slumped against the wall, his face streaked with dried blood. He looked barely alive.

“Ben—”

“I’m here,” he said, voice rough but calm.

She tried to sit up. Couldn’t. Her whole body trembled.

He moved to her side. “You’re safe.”

“I—what happened—?”

“You passed out. You stopped breathing.”

She blinked, heart racing. “I felt... something. A voice.”

He went still. But didn’t ask.

She looked around. The walls glowed faintly with moss. The fire crackled low. It felt sacred. Sheltered.

“Where are we?”

“A hidden shelter. Old forest magic. No one can find us here unless we want them to.”

Cam lay back, exhaustion settling into her bones. The dream, the vision, the magic—all of it pressed against her skull like a secret trying to claw its way out.

She didn’t tell him. Not yet. Ben didn’t press her.

He just sat beside her, hand resting on his sword, eyes distant.

“You should sleep,” he murmured.

“Only if you do.”

He gave a weary smile. “Deal.”

Outside, the wind swept gently through the trees of Karethwyn. And the stars kept their watch. 
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Chapter 7: The Hidden Voice
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The forest of Karethwyn held its breath.

Ben sat with his back against the cold stone wall, his sword beside him and his shoulder aching worse than any wound he’d taken in years. The bandage stuck to his back had started to seep again, but he didn’t move. His eyes stayed on the girl sleeping just feet away, curled beneath a thick blanket. Camomile Layton.

Isabella’s daughter.

Alive. Somehow alive, despite everything.

She stirred slightly in her sleep, a flicker of pain across her brow. He watched her fingers twitch, the faintest glow still flickering beneath her skin like the afterglow of starlight. The ancient magic was still inside her—still working. He could feel it in the air. It made the hairs on his arms rise.

He hadn’t told her everything. Not yet.

“I was too late,” he murmured under his breath, staring at the stone floor.

Skylith shifted beside the fire, her head resting near the entrance. You couldn’t have known what would happen to them, Forgeheart.

“I should have. I was supposed to be there that night.” He glanced down at the faded burn mark on his gauntlet. “I was tracking the wrong enemy.”

Skylith didn’t respond. He knew too that she felt responsible for that night too. Then finally she said.

We were both lead astray that night. 

He glanced over again at Cam. Her breathing had evened out. But she was still so pale.

“You think she’s strong enough?” he asked quietly.

Strong enough to survive, yes, Skylith said. But if she doesn’t learn control...

“I know,” he finished. “It’ll tear her apart.”

He exhaled, feeling the weight of years crawl across his bones. When she woke, there would be questions. And eventually, answers. But not yet.

He let her rest.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Cam woke with her body aching and her mouth dry. The world swam for a moment before it settled into the familiar shadows of the stone shelter.

The pain in her side was a dull ache compared to the previous day—but the wound was closed. The ache should have lasted days, but the energy stirring in her veins knit flesh and bone faster than nature ever could. She pressed her hand gently against the bandage. Underneath, her skin burned faintly with... something. Her fingers trembled as she lifted the cloth just enough to see the faint marks beneath it.

Silver-blue veins. Almost like lightning. Etched into her skin, pulsing dimly with energy. And just beneath it, deeper still, she thought she glimpsed something darker flickering violet at the edges—waiting.

She flinched and dropped the cloth.

Ben was sitting nearby, watching her. His head resting against the stone. 

“You’re awake,” he said softly.

She nodded and tried to speak but her voice was rough and gravelly. 

Ben passed her a waterskin. She drank greedily. 

“You shouldn’t move too much,” he added. “You lost a lot of blood.”

“I feel like I lost half my body,” she muttered, wincing.

His mouth curved slightly, almost a smile. She took a few gulps of water then handed it back to Ben. 

“What... what happened to me?” she asked motioning towards her side. “My side—the blueish veins aren’t normal.”

“You’re healing fast. Faster than you should be. The magic—it’s still working in you. Whatever you did... it didn’t end when you fainted.”

Cam pressed her palms together. They tingled—like heat without flame. She could still feel it. The power she’d released. It pulsed through her body now and she could feel it. Like she had grown a second arm or leg. 

“I didn’t mean to do it,” she whispered. “It just—happened, I don’t know how...”

“Magic doesn’t wait to be tamed,” Ben said.

“Why now?” She asked looking at her hands. “Why did it surface now and not when I was ten or fifteen?”

Ben closed his eyes and breathed deeply. “Magic. Especially ancient magic appears where and when it chooses. And who it chooses.” 

Cam turned away from him, staring at the cave wall. 

“It would have been nice to use this on Harriett Holster in the seventh grade,” she said jokingly. 

Ben looked at her with wild amazement. But the one to laugh first was Skylith. And they both joined in the laughter. 

Cam didn’t mention the dream. About the voice. The warning. Not yet.

Not until she was sure she could trust him. Her thoughts and worries took her far away and didn’t realize Ben had spoken.

“Cam,” Ben said again. 

“Hm?”

“I was saying I’d like to help you keep your magic under control,” he said. “If you can’t control it, it will control you.”

Cam thought about Ben’s words and decided it was best to get some semblance of control over the magic within herself. 

“I think you’re right,” she agreed with a little sigh. 

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Over the next several days, they stayed in Karethwyn. Skylith watched the skies. Ben taught Cam the basics—how to ground herself, how to breathe through the energy, how to listen for the magic instead of trying to force it.

She was a quick learner, but impatient.

“Ugh! I can feel it under my skin,” she said once, pacing. “Like it’s scratching to get out.”

“Then breathe through it,” Ben replied. “Let it move through you, not control you.”

“I’m trying,” she snapped. Sparks flared from her fingertips, silver-blue at first—then, just for a breath, edged in violet-black before fading as if in answer to her frustration. 

Ben didn’t flinch.

“That’s the part you need to watch out for,” he said calmly. 

Cam sucked in a breath and blew it out hard. She sat down heavily, burying her face in her hands.

A long silence followed. Then:

“I had a dream,” she said quietly with her head still in her hands. “It’s the same one every night since my magic awakened.”

She looked up at Ben. He was curious and looked as if he was holding his breath. 

“A voice,” she continued. “It knew my name. It showed me... things. Said there were shadows in the Knighthood. That the Mystic Academy... wasn’t safe.”

Ben’s jaw tightened. He didn’t answer. But even in the telling, Cam felt it again—the voice was not cruel or empty. It was vast, steady, as if some ancient presence was reaching for her across the Veil.

“You knew,” she said, eyes narrowing. “Didn’t you?”

Ben let out the breath he had been holding through his nose and closed his eyes as if he were trying to find the right words. 

“I knew there were whispers,” he admitted. “But I didn’t think it would come for you this soon.”

Cam crossed her arms. “Then tell me the rest. I deserve to know.”

He hesitated. Then sat across from her and spoke.

“Your mother, Isabella—she wielded elemental and healing magic stronger than anyone I’d ever seen, her ancestry was a powerful line. And your father...  wasn’t born into the Knighthood, into a wealthy family where all the knights came from. But he bonded with a dragon anyway. That’s not supposed to happen. An outsider bonding a dragon. It was unheard of. He could also do things that no other knight could.”

Cam’s mouth parted. “So, I’m—”

“Powerful. And dangerous to some,” Ben finished. “You come from a line that was hidden for a reason.”

“I never knew any of this,” she whispered wrapping her arms around herself. “My dad never told me.”

“He was protecting you.”

Cam looked down at her hands, glowing faintly.

“So now what?” she asked, closing her hands into fists. 

“Now, we need to make a choice,” Ben said softly. “You need proper training, but we can’t trust the Knighthood or quite possibly the academy...” he rubbed his face and groaned. “No one can know who you are... you could always pretend to be my long-lost niece. Then no one would suspect who you were. You need better training than what I can give you. I know more about dragon riding than magic, otherwise I’d teach you myself–.” 

“Teach me how to fight,” Cam said suddenly. 

“W-what?”

“I want to be able to defend myself,” she said picking at a fraying end of her shirt. “You won’t be able to defend me all the time. Especially if I’m going to a place with a possible threat. It makes the most sense.”

“You’re right,” he sighed. “You should know how to defend yourself, Cam.”

Ben stood. And offered his hand to Cam. She took it and he pulled her to her feet.

“It’s a two-week journey to the academy,” he said. “You’re a quick learner, and that’ll help—but this won’t be easy. I’ll teach you the basics in one week and then we head to the academy.”

He unsheathed his sword and handed it to her, hilt-first. She staggered a little under its weight.

“Time for you to learn how to defend yourself.”

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

The first day, her arms ached just from holding the blade steady. The weight pulling at her shoulders made her wrists scream. But she gritted her teeth and kept going.

Ben started with the basics—footwork, balance, how to hold a weapon without losing your grip or your head. Cam fell more than she swung at first. But she got up every time.

“Move like you’re part of the ground,” he said one morning, adjusting her stance. “Don’t just stand—root yourself.”

She listened. And slowly, she began to feel her center.

The second day Ben brought out the daggers. Lighter, faster. Less forgiving. Ben showed her how to switch hands mid-motion, how to parry and roll her shoulder out of a lock.

“You won’t always have a sword,” he told her, circling her with a practice blade. “Sometimes it’s a rock. A knife. Your fists.”

Cam panted, sweat dripping down her spine. “Sometimes it’s ancient lightning in your veins.”

He smirked. “That, too. But don’t rely on it all the time.”

By the fourth day, she was blocking attacks. Her movements still raw but improving. He pressed her harder, faster—then abruptly stopped mid-swing.

“You’re hesitating,” he said.

“I’m tired.”

“You’re scared.”

Cam’s grip tightened.

“I’m angry,” she corrected.

Ben nodded. “Good. Use it. But don’t let it use you.”

They trained at dawn and again after supper. Skylith watched silently, sometimes tilting her head when Cam landed a proper strike.

Even at night, Cam went through motions alone, sticks in hand, mimicking sword drills beneath the starlight.

By the seventh day, she was bruised, blistered, but sharper—inside and out. Her body remembered what her mind couldn’t yet grasp: she had power. Not just magic. But strength. Muscle. Grit.

She still had far to go, but something inside her had shifted.

She was no longer waiting to be protected.

She was becoming her own blade.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

“You’re ready enough,” Ben said on the final day of Cam’s basics training, he slung a pack over his good shoulder. “While we’ve been physically training your fighting skills your magic skills need improvement. You need training—real training. More so than I can provide. The Mystic Academy is the only place left that can offer that.”

Cam nodded. “Even if the dream said not to trust it?”

“We’ll be careful. But waiting here isn’t an option.”

They packed supplies and weapons loaded what they could on Skylith and took off midafternoon. Skylith flew low over the trees, careful to avoid open skies. At least until they were in open country. Cam sat behind Ben, clutching the saddle.

They traveled for a few days like this. Ben, worried that Cam might fall off, showed her how to ride. Just the basic but better than no knowledge at all and have her fall to her death. 

They flew during the day and stopped at night because it was safer on the ground at night. And Ben not just worried about Cam falling asleep while on Skylith, but he worried about Skylith too. 

It was the sixth day of their journey, and they had just set up a small space to sleep when Cam tensed.

Ben caught it instantly—the way her gaze went distant, her shoulders drawing tight. For a man who carried himself like steel, his hand on her shoulder was unexpectedly gentle.

“What is it?”

“I–I... heard something,” she said, still tense.

“We didn’t hear anything,” Ben said questioningly wanting her to continue. 

She set her pack down gently and tilted her head. The wind whispered through the trees.

...Camomile...

A voice. Ancient. Barely heard, yet unmistakable.

“It’s coming from that way,” she said, pointing. It was the opposite direction they were heading in. 

Ben frowned. “Are you sure?”

She didn’t answer. She was already walking.

“Whoa, wait a minute Cam,” Ben said gently grabbing her elbow. It’s nearly dark, we need rest.” 

She stared in the direction she’d started walking in. 

“But...”

“Cam,” he said turning her to face him. “I’m not going to stop you, but we don’t know how long we will be following this voice you’re hearing. It’s best to rest first and pick it up in the morning. I promise.”

Cam hesitated. The pull she felt wasn’t like a thought or a feeling—it was deeper, rooted in her bones like the thrum of her magic. Whatever had whispered her name, it hadn’t come from her imagination.

But she looked up at Ben, into his eyes—worried, but calm. Steady.

“Alright,” she said softly. “We wait until morning.”

Ben let out a breath he didn’t realize he was holding and nodded. “Thank you.”

They set up camp together in silence, the rhythm of familiarity beginning to settle between them. Skylith curled around their small camp, eyes half-lidded but watchful, a wall of muscle and scale against the darkening trees.

Cam sat on a fallen log near the fire, chewing on dried meat from her pack but barely tasting it. Her thoughts kept drifting—back to the voice, the call that echoed like a bell inside her chest. She was still staring into the flames when Ben sat beside her.

“You did well today,” he said, nudging her lightly with his shoulder. “You’re stronger than you think.”

She gave him a small smile. “I’m starting to believe that.”

They sat in silence for a moment. Then Cam asked, “Ben... What if the voice is a trap? What if it’s the thing that’s been following us?”

Ben poked the fire with a stick. “It might be. But if it was meant to lure you in, I think it would’ve tried sooner. The timing—it feels like it’s waiting for something.”

Cam frowned. “Like what?”

“I don’t know. But everything about you is waking up. Your magic, your strength—maybe this voice... this call... is tied to all of that.”

She glanced down at her hands, still a little raw from training. “It didn’t feel dangerous,” she murmured. “It felt... familiar. Like when I touched the stone walls of the sanctuary. Like I belonged to it somehow.”

Ben didn’t answer right away. Then he said, “The old stories say dragons don’t just bond with knights. They bond with bloodlines. With fate.”

She looked over at him. “What are you saying?”

He met her gaze. “I’m saying if this voice is calling you by name, it’s not random.”

Cam leaned back, her breath catching slightly in her throat.

“Whatever it is,” Ben continued, “we’ll face it. Together.”

She nodded slowly. “Together.”

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Dawn came early and grey. Mist clung to the trees like breath on glass, and the sky overhead was a dull silver.

Ben was already awake, packing supplies when Cam emerged from her bedroll.

“You sure about this?” he asked, glancing over.

Cam tightened the straps on her pack. “More sure of anything.”

Skylith snorted from her post, her scales gleaming orangish red in the soft light. 

Then let’s not waste time, she said her voice low and resonant in their minds.

They changed direction, stepping off the worn path and into the dense, unfamiliar part of the forest. The air grew colder the farther they went, the canopy thick with ancient limbs and moss-covered trunks. Birds grew silent. Shadows deepened.

They walked for hours. The voice didn’t come again, but the pull remained, like a thread tugging gently behind Cam’s ribs.

“Do you recognize any of this?” she asked.

Ben shook his head. “No. And I’ve ridden these forests for years. Wherever we’re going... it’s not on any map.”

Cam tilted her head, eyes narrowing. The whisper again. Not hollow, not cruel—deep, resonant, like mountains shifting. A name spoken through stone and time. She nodded and pressed forward. Something was waiting.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

The forest deepened, and Ben could feel it in his bones.

The trees grew older the farther they walked—taller, thicker, gnarled like grasping hands. Roots curled like sleeping beasts. Moss dripped from the branches. Fog swirled low over the earth, not like something drifting in from the sea, but like it belonged to the place—born of it.

Beside him, Skylith walked in silence. Her wings folded tight, her movements cautious. She didn’t speak aloud, but her eyes met his once.

You feel it too?

He nodded. “Something’s waking.”

It’s her magic that led us here.

“I know.”

They didn’t speak the rest of the thought aloud—because they both suspected what was waiting ahead. But it had to be her choice. Her path. Whatever this was, it was connected to Cam in a way no one else could touch.

Ahead, Cam moved with silent determination. She hadn’t spoken in over an hour. Her eyes scanned the woods like they were speaking to her, revealing something only she could understand.

Then the trees parted—and there it was.

A crumbling fortress, half-eaten by time and swallowed in ivy and fog. Its stone walls sagged, black with age. Towers leaned like they might collapse under the weight of memory.

Ben stopped at the edge of the clearing.

Cam took a step forward.

“We should be cautious,” Ben said.

Cam didn’t answer. Her eyes were locked on the ruins. Something in her gaze had shifted—like she was hearing a song no one else could hear.

Inside, it was deathly quiet. The kind of silence that vibrates in the chest. Even the birds had gone still.

They stepped through a shattered archway.

And then—

A roar tore the silence apart.

Fire exploded from the walls above, searing the air in a cascade of gold and violet. The force knocked Ben back a step. Skylith reared up with a snarl, her reddish-orange scales lighting like flame as she threw herself forward to shield them.

A massive shape surged from the shadows—a dragon unlike any Ben had seen in his life.

Obsidian Black and night blue scales shimmered like oil beneath starlight, veined with gold that pulsed with light. Her eyes were molten gold, her wings wide enough to blot out the sky.

She shrieked again and launched another blast of fire.

Ben moved, sword half-drawn. “Cam! Get back!”

But Cam didn’t move.

She stepped forward.

“Cam!” Ben barked, panic breaking through his voice.

Still, she kept walking—like the fire had never touched her. Her eyes were locked on the great beast. Her breath was shaking, but her steps were steady.

And then Ben realized—she wasn’t afraid.

Skylith flared her wings and roared, her voice booming into the minds of all present: Stop! We mean no harm!

The black-blue dragon snarled in return, smoke curling from her nostrils.

“You’ll get her killed,” Ben muttered under his breath, blade clenched in one hand. “Cam, don’t—”

But Cam didn’t seem to hear him.

Her hand lifted—not in warning, but in wonder.

And the dragon saw her.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Cam’s breath caught in her chest.

Her heart pounded so hard she thought it might shake her ribs apart. She took another step, unsure why her legs were still moving.

She should’ve been terrified.

But she wasn’t.

The dragon’s eyes—those blazing gold eyes—met hers. Not like a wild creature assessing a threat, but like something ancient peering into her soul.

Cam could feel it. A humming. A pull deep in her chest, in her bones, in the marrow of her blood. Her magic stirred restlessly, recognizing something it hadn’t known it was missing.

The fire in the air dulled, then disappeared entirely.

The dragon’s gaze narrowed.

Cam stopped only a few paces away. The heat from the beast’s body shimmered in the air between them. Her fingers tingled with magic. Her knees wobbled. But she didn’t drop her gaze.

A sound rumbled low in the dragon’s throat—not a growl, but a question.

What is your name, fireborn? the voice asked—not aloud, but inside her mind. Deep and resonant. Female.

Cam blinked. “Camomile,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Camomile Layton.”

The dragon tilted her head, like she was tasting the name on some hidden wind.

Your name is green and sharp. Not small like the flower. Stronger. Wilder. Do you know what you are?

Cam shook her head. “I... don’t think so. Not yet.”

The dragon stepped closer. Her massive body shimmered with energy—blue-black scales flecked with gold. Cam could barely breathe under the weight of her presence.

But still, she didn’t back away.

I am Sylithra. Flame of the dusk skies. Last of the Cradle born. I have slept long... but your magic stirred me.

Cam’s fingers twitched at her sides. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

But you did. And I listened. And I have chosen.

Cam’s throat tightened. “You’re choosing... me?”

We are already bonded, child. The moment you stepped into my storm. Your blood called to mine. Your silence answered my fire. I know your pain... and your potential.

Cam’s vision blurred—not from magic, but from tears. Something inside her ached in response, like an old wound remembering it could heal.

“Will you... stay with me?” she asked.

The dragon lowered her head, until their eyes were nearly level.

Always. Unless you send me away.

Cam lifted a hand. Her palm hovered inches from Sylithra’s scaled snout.

The magic between them crackled—quiet, warm, certain.

Her voice was no more than a whisper. “I won’t.”

Then we are one. Let the old ways return.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Time seemed to stall. The great creature’s chest rose and fell once... then again. Her snarling stopped. She lowered her head slightly, not in submission, but in recognition.

Cam took another step. Then another.

And without a word spoken, something ancient passed between them.

A bond.

Not forced.

Not claimed.

Chosen.

The black-blue dragon stilled completely... and bowed.

Ben’s jaw dropped. “That’s not possible,” he whispered.

Only the Knighthood can forge new bonds, Skylith said, awe rippling through her voice.

The dragon raised her head, eyes burning with intelligence and power.

Then let the Knighthood come, she said into Skylith’s mind. 

Cam stared up at her, wide-eyed and trembling, but still standing.

Ben took a slow step forward. “What’s your name?” he asked the dragon, his voice respectful.

The dragon turned her golden gaze to him. I am Sylithra.

He exchanged a glance with Skylith, relaying the message to Ben.

Ben went pale.

That name had only ever appeared in the old texts. No one had seen her in a millennium.

She was supposed to be dead.

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Cam took a shaky step toward Ben, then faltered. Her legs buckled and she dropped to her knees.

“Cam?” he said, rushing to her.

Her eyes rolled back—and then turned white.

Ben caught her just before she hit the ground.

“Cam!”

But she didn’t answer.

Inside the vision, everything was red and black. The Knighthood’s crest hovered in the air—then split, torn jagged down the center. Blood poured from the break like molten iron.

Figures emerged behind it—knights cloaked in darkness, their faces hidden beneath shadowed helms.

But one stepped forward.

Not shadowed.

Not hidden.

Clad in silver.

A voice, colder than winter, whispered in her mind:

“The traitor wears silver.”

⟐ ☽ ✦ ☾ ⟐

Cam jolted awake, gasping. Ben’s hands were on her shoulders.

“Cam? Are you alright?”

She gripped his tunic, eyes wild. “I saw... the Knighthood crest. Split. Bleeding. And shadows... there was someone...”

Ben’s face turned slightly paler than earlier.

She locked eyes with him.

“The traitor wears silver,” she whispered.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

And far off, deeper in the forest—beneath root and bone and earth—

Something stirred.

Watching.

Waiting.

The shadows had begun to move again.
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Chapter 8: Whispers of Becoming
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The vision still echoed through her. Just a dream. Just a vision. She told herself that, though it clung to her bones like truth.

Cam sat cross-legged in the clearing just beyond the ruined fortress, her arms wrapped around her knees, the morning mist clinging to her skin like a second layer. Her head pounded with every beat of her heart. A dull throb behind her eyes. The air was heavy with damp silence, broken only by the slow, rhythmic breath of the dragon beside her.

Sylithra.

The ancient black-and-blue dragon coiled nearby like a living storm, her golden-veined scales shimmering faintly in the light. She had said little since the bonding—just watched, still and knowing, like she was waiting for Cam to catch up with the truth.

Cam shifted slightly, winced, and pressed a hand to her forehead. Her fingers trembled.

You saw what must be known, Sylithra said at last, her voice in Cam’s mind low and resonant. Not what must be done.

Cam swallowed the dryness in her throat. “Why me?”

A pause. Then: Because your blood remembers what your mind has yet to understand.

The answer gave no comfort. Cam looked down at her hands—callused now from days of sword training but still shaking. She had touched something deeper than memory. Something older than names.

Behind her, she heard Ben pacing, his boots crunching in the leaves. He hadn’t said much since the vision—just offered water, checked her pulse, then drifted away like he didn’t know how to hold what had happened.

She glanced back at him. His jaw was tight, his posture coiled. He didn’t trust Sylithra. That much was clear. And Sylithra didn’t trust him either. He approached now with quiet questioning. Cam knew what he was asking but before she could answer Sylithra spoke to her and Skylith.

There is a rebel outpost a week’s journey from here. They follow the old ways, and Camomile must learn the language of magic. 

As Skylith relayed the message to Ben he stiffened at the mention of the rebel outpost. And glared up at Sylithra. 

“No,” he said firmly. 

No? 
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