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"Be strong and of a good courage; be not afraid, neither be thou dismayed:

for the Lord thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest."

— The Holy Word, Book of the Covenant
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Dedication

To my father, Gareth of the Iron Road —

You never wanted the spotlight. You were never the man who stood at the front of the room and asked to be seen. You were the man at the back making sure the room was still standing.

You taught me to work before I could understand the word. You taught me to stand my ground when everything around me was falling. You taught me that a man backs his family — completely, without condition, without exception — and that nobody gets to them while he still draws breath.

I was not always a good son. I did not always give you the credit you deserved. I thought it. I felt it. I just never said it the way I should have. We were men and men in our house showed up — that was how we said I love you. But I wish I had said the words. I wish I had said them a thousand times.

I held your hand at the end. I prayed over you. I told you I loved you and I told you I would see you soon. I meant every word of it.

You are home now. You are with the Lord who made you and kept you and brought you through every hard season of your life. And I know — the way a son knows things without being told — that you are not waiting in silence. You are working. Probably fixing something. Probably making something better than it was.

I will keep going, Father. Just as you always said.

Work before rest.

And when my road finally ends and I come through that gate — I will find you on a horse. The finest horse in heaven. And I will run every step to reach you.

Until we meet again.

With everything I have, your son —

Aldric.

Blood is thicker than water.

Faith is thicker than blood.

And love — real love — outlasts them all.
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Whatever you do — pray first.

Then go out and do what you do.

But pray first.
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The Road Before the War

"For I know the plans I have for you," declares the Lord,

"plans to prosper you and not to harm you,

plans to give you hope and a future."

— The Holy Word, Book of the Prophet Jereth


Chapter One

The Valley of Aldenmoor

The Kingdom of Aldenmoor sits in the folds of the northern highlands like something ancient that decided long ago it had no reason to move. It is not the largest of the seven kingdoms. It has no harbor, no great trading port, no famous market that draws merchants from distant lands. What it has is stone — good, honest stone in its walls and its roads and its people — and a river called the Mere that runs cold and clear from the mountains down through the valley and out toward the lowland plains, and hills that go amber and rust in the dying months of the year in a way that makes the whole landscape look like something a painter arranged on purpose.

The road that runs through the heart of Aldenmoor is called the Iron Road. Not because it is paved with iron — though some say the old kings tried — but because it is the hardest road in the kingdom. It cuts through the mountain pass in the north, descends through the highland valley, threads through the market town of Brenngate, and continues south until it meets the King's Highway at the border crossing near Greymoor. Merchants use it. Soldiers use it. Pilgrims use it on their way to the great abbey at Caldmere. In good weather it is merely difficult. In the season of rains it becomes a test of character.

The people who live along the Iron Road are a particular kind of people. They do not complain about the road because they chose it. They are not soft. They are not given to sentiment or lengthy speeches or the kind of decorative emotion that belongs to the court. They work. They build. They hold what is theirs. They back their family against anything the world sends, and the world has sent plenty.

Gareth of the Iron Road was born in a stone farmhouse three miles north of Brenngate in the year of the great frost, the second son of a cavalry soldier and a woman who kept a kitchen so warm it seemed to run on something other than firewood. He was given his father's name at the font and his mother's constitution at birth, and he grew into a man who carried both without apology.

He was not a complicated man. He did not want to be. He wanted to work and provide and protect and when the day was done he wanted the satisfaction of a man who has done what he said he would do. He found that satisfaction most days. On the days he did not he went back the next morning and did more. That was the whole of his philosophy, and it served him better than most philosophies serve most men.

He loved horses the way some men love music — not as a hobby or an interest but as a deep and settled recognition. He understood horses. He knew what they needed before they showed it. He could read the shift of a shoulder, the set of an ear, the quality of stillness in an animal that was about to be anything but still. He had broken horses that other men had given up on and he had done it without cruelty, which in the kingdom of Aldenmoor in the early years of the fifteenth century was not as common as it ought to have been.

He had served in the cavalry under Lord Brennan of the northern garrison for twelve years. He had ridden in three border campaigns and one full war and he had come home from all of them, which was not something every man managed. He had come home with a scar along his left forearm from a sword he had mostly blocked and a quietness that had not been there before the wars, a particular quality of stillness in a man who has seen enough of the world's violence to stop being surprised by it and has chosen, deliberately, to build something instead.

What he built was a household. A family. A home on the Iron Road that held.


Chapter Two

Gareth

There are men whose strength announces itself — who walk into a room and fill it with the fact of themselves, whose presence is a kind of performance, whose power requires an audience. Gareth of the Iron Road was not that kind of man.

His strength was the quiet kind. The kind that does not need to be demonstrated because it is simply true, the way the foundation of a well-built house does not need to announce itself — it just holds, season after season, under whatever weight is placed on it. You noticed Gareth's strength not when he displayed it but when something went wrong and he was still standing when other men had sat down.

He was not a tall man but he was a broad one, built close to the earth the way working men are built, with hands that had done real things and showed it. He had dark eyes that assessed situations quickly and without fuss and a jaw that suggested he had made up his mind before you finished speaking, not out of arrogance but out of a lifetime of making decisions quickly and living with the results. He kept his word. This was not a virtue he spoke about. It was simply what he did. If Gareth said a thing would be done it was done. People in Brenngate had stopped asking for his promise on anything because his word in ordinary conversation was already his promise.

He was stern. There is no softer word for it that would be accurate. He had standards and he held to them and he expected the people around him to do the same
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