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The Iron Vow 

Dedication: To Alexis Collins, whose courage and love inspires all.
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Prologue
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The bells rang across the cliffs like hammers striking steel, echoing through the night. Smoke curled from the village below, carrying with it the stench of ash and blood. Elowen pressed her palms to the cold stone of the loft window, shivering—not from the wind, but from the dread that had settled in her chest.

Her father was dragged through the lower ward, ropes cutting into his wrists, eyes wide with disbelief. His name, lands, and legacy would vanish, his death meant to serve as a warning.

Aldric Veyne, the man who now held her fate, watched from the shadows. His eyes were steel-blue, cold, and unflinching, tracing her grief with the precision of a man who had survived wars that leveled villages, who had seen friends dismembered and forests burned.

Elowen did not yet know that her life would be bound to fire, iron, and blood—or that love and hatred would entwine in the shadows of Hawk’s Keep.
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Chapter 1: The Hawk’s Keep

[image: ]




Hawk’s Keep rose from the cliff like a jagged blade. Its towers pierced the gray sky, casting long shadows over the waves that slammed against the rocks below. Elowen rode beneath its shadow, the wind tearing at her cloak and hair. Her hands, bound with ropes burnt black by pitch, ached.

Ahead, Aldric rode, straight-backed, armor dark with the black hawk etched into the breastplate. He never looked back. Not once.

Inside the keep, silence devoured sound. Torches flickered against cold stone, casting shadows that moved as though alive. Elowen was led to a chamber high in the western tower—a bare room with a thin blanket, a chair, and a candle that sputtered against the draft.

“Kindness,” they said. “Warmth. Safety.”

That night, Aldric entered. Hair ash-gray, eyes steel-blue, expression unreadable.

“Your father conspired against the Crown,” he said. “You will remain here until the matter is resolved.”

“My father was loyal,” she said. “He would never—”

“Loyalty is a word men dress up when they mean obedience,” he interrupted.

Elowen’s pulse quickened. “Why me?”

“Because oaths bind blood tighter than chains,” he said.

She glimpsed the pale scars beneath his collar—the memory of rope and cruelty, of battles in the north where villages burned, friends fell, and enemies clawed for every inch of survival. His eyes, cold as the northern ice, measured her as if gauging the weight of her grief and deciding if it was enough to obey.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Chains and Shadows
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Days passed in the rhythm of bells and footsteps. Elowen learned the routines of Hawk’s Keep: the guard changes, prayers at dawn, the quiet hour before supper when even the ravens seemed to sleep.
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