
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Emberbound

A Dragon’s Claim. A Warrior’s Defiance.


Elyra Stormhart

Chapters

Ashes of the Vale

Branded by Fire

The Dragon Called Kaelthar

Arena of Chains

Whispers in the Stables

The Bond in the Shadows

Test of the First Flight

The Dominion’s Blood Oath

Secrets Beneath the Dragonlands

The Storm of Steel and Flame

A Choice in the Dark

The Rebellion Ignites

Wings Over the Capital

Fire in the Throne Room

The Sky Belongs to Us



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1 – Ashes of the Vale
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The air still carried the scent of burning pine when Arien Vale opened her eyes.

For a moment, she thought she was dreaming—that the orange glow in the distance was nothing more than the sunrise. But then the heat reached her skin, blistering and sharp, and the sound of screams tore through the night. This was no dream. This was the end.

She pushed herself up from the cold, damp earth, heart pounding so fast it hurt. Around her, the forest glimmered with falling embers, each one landing like a dying star. The Vale—her home—was just beyond the ridge. It had always been her sanctuary: rolling green fields, the silver stream where she learned to fish, the stone cottages clustered around the Great Oak. Now it was all on fire.

Her legs moved before her mind caught up. She stumbled over roots, her bare feet slicing open on stones, but the pain barely registered. She crested the ridge and froze.

The village was gone.

The roofs of the cottages had collapsed into smoldering heaps. The Great Oak was split down the middle, its mighty trunk charred black, branches hissing as flames devoured them. People ran through the chaos, some clutching children, others carrying nothing at all. Dominion soldiers in dark steel armor herded them toward a line of chained wagons.

Arien’s breath caught. The Dominion had come.

She had heard stories all her life—whispers of the empire that conquered without mercy, enslaving those it deemed useful and burning everything else to the ground. But she had never believed they would reach the Vale. They were far to the north, beyond the mountains. The Vale was nothing, a small dot on no one’s map. Why come here?

A scream tore her from her thoughts.

“Mother!” Arien’s voice cracked as she spotted a familiar figure—her mother, Sariel—fighting against a soldier’s grip. Sariel’s hair was wild, her green dress ripped at the sleeve, but her spirit was unbroken. She kicked and twisted, her eyes blazing defiance.

Arien darted forward, weaving between burning debris, ignoring the ash that clung to her skin. She was only ten steps away when the soldier struck her mother across the face with the butt of his spear. Sariel crumpled to the ground.

“No!” Arien lunged, but an iron arm caught her around the waist. She thrashed, biting and kicking, until a gauntleted fist slammed into her stomach. The air left her lungs in a choking gasp.

The soldier holding her wore a black helm with a jagged visor, hiding his face. “Got another one,” he growled. “Small but strong.”

Arien twisted, searching for her mother, but the crowd swallowed her up. Chains rattled. Someone shoved her forward.

She tried to resist. She tried to claw at the soldier’s grip, to dig her heels into the dirt. But a second soldier came up behind and clamped cold steel shackles around her wrists. The metal bit into her skin.

“Walk,” the first soldier ordered.

The ground trembled beneath her feet. At first, she thought it was her knees shaking from fear. Then she heard it—a low, guttural roar that rolled across the burning valley like thunder.

Her blood turned to ice.

From behind the line of wagons, a shadow rose—massive, winged, and terrible. A dragon. Its scales glistened like molten copper, reflecting the firelight. Each step it took shook the earth, its claws gouging the soil. Smoke curled from its nostrils.

Arien had never seen a dragon before. The stories said they were rare, kept only by the Dominion for war and intimidation. Seeing one in person was like looking at the embodiment of destruction.

The dragon’s head swung toward the captives. Its golden eyes swept over them like a predator choosing its prey. Several villagers screamed. The soldiers laughed.

“That one’s for the arena,” a soldier said, nodding toward the dragon.

Arena? The word didn’t make sense to her—yet. She only knew she had to get away.

She took a step back, then another, feeling the chain between her wrists tug. But the soldier yanked her forward, shoving her into a group of captives. The air around her grew hotter. The dragon was closer now, its massive head lowering, nostrils flaring as if memorizing their scent.

Something passed between them in that moment—an unspoken awareness. The dragon’s gaze lingered on her longer than on the others, and for the briefest instant, she thought she saw something strange in its eyes. Not hunger. Not rage. Something else. Something almost... human.

But then it lifted its head, snapping the moment apart.

The soldiers pushed the captives into the wagons. Arien stumbled inside, landing hard on the wooden floor. The stench of sweat, smoke, and fear filled her nose. Around her, villagers huddled in silence, their faces pale.

As the door slammed shut, darkness wrapped around her. Only the flicker of firelight through the slats reminded her that the outside world still existed.

The wagons began to move.

She pressed her face to the narrow gap between the planks, watching as the Vale faded behind them. The flames were already dying, leaving behind blackened ruins and drifting smoke. It would be nothing but ash by morning.

Her mother was nowhere in sight.

The wagon jolted over a stone, knocking her back. She curled into herself, pressing her chained hands against her chest. The metal was still warm from the soldier’s grip.

They burned her village. They chained her spirit.

They thought they had won.

But as she sat in the dark, rocking with the motion of the wagon, a spark lit inside her. It was small, fragile, and buried deep beneath the weight of fear—but it was there. And it would grow.

The Dominion had taken everything from her.

She would take everything from them.
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​Chapter 2 – Branded by Fire
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The first thing Arien noticed when the wagon stopped was the smell.

It wasn’t the sharp tang of burning wood from the Vale—it was something worse. Acrid. Metallic. Like blood baking on hot iron. The stench made her stomach twist.

The second thing she noticed was the heat. Even in the dead of night, the air outside shimmered with it. Sweat trickled down her spine as the soldiers shouted orders, their voices echoing off stone. The sound bounced back strangely, as if they were in a canyon—or inside something hollow.

The wagon door creaked open. A soldier’s shadow filled the frame.

“Out. Now.”

The captives shuffled forward, chains clinking. Arien waited until she was shoved from behind, stumbling onto hard-packed ground. She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the flickering torchlight.

They were in a massive pit carved into the earth, its walls lined with black stone. High above, wooden walkways crisscrossed, soldiers pacing with crossbows in hand. At the far end stood a gate of thick iron bars. Beyond it, Arien caught a glimpse of orange light—too bright for torches.

“Move!” A soldier jerked the chain connected to her shackles.

They were herded toward the center of the pit, where a tall man in crimson armor stood waiting. His breastplate was etched with the jagged sun emblem of the Dominion. His face was pale and sharp, his black hair slicked back from his high forehead. But it was his eyes that made Arien’s skin crawl—cold, grey, and utterly without warmth.

“Line them up,” he said.

The soldiers obeyed, forcing the captives into a row. Arien found herself between a trembling boy no older than twelve and an old man with a face like cracked leather. The man’s hands shook, but his eyes—cloudy though they were—held a steady, quiet fury.

The man in crimson stepped forward. “You stand before Commander Rathion of the Dominion’s Dragonbound Legions. From this moment, you are no longer free men and women. You are property. You will fight in the arenas. You will serve until death releases you.”

Arien clenched her fists. The boy beside her whimpered. Rathion’s gaze slid over the line of prisoners, pausing briefly on her. He said nothing, but the corner of his mouth twitched, as if marking her for later.
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