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The forge at Cinder Gap had been built into the mountain itself, and on cold nights Corin Ashby liked to think the mountain was the one keeping him warm. The walls were old black stone, laid in arches by hands that had been dust for three hundred years, and the great hearth sat deep in the rock where the draft pulled straight up a chimney cut through granite. Chains hung from the vaulted ceiling for hoisting stock. Two side furnaces glowed orange in their alcoves. The anvil stood where it had always stood, a squat black block on a stump of oak older than the village below.

He was thirty-five, and he had been the smith at Cinder Gap for eleven years, since old Maddox Fenn’s hands had gone stiff and the old man had handed him the tongs and the key and gone down the mountain to live with his daughter. Corin had grown into the work and the work had grown into him. He was broad through the chest and shoulders from swinging a hammer twelve hours a day, his arms thick and corded and scattered with the small white burn scars every smith collected, his skin tanned dark by the fire rather than the sun. He kept his dark auburn hair short because long hair and forges did not mix, though it never stayed tidy and usually stood up in a damp tousle by midday. His beard was trimmed close, auburn-brown, a shade darker than his hair, and his eyes were an ordinary dark brown. He worked shirtless in the heat with nothing over his chest but the heavy leather apron that hung from his neck to his knees, and dark trousers, and boots that had been resoled four times.

It was the first Wednesday of November, past ten at night, and he should have banked the fire hours ago. Instead he was still at the anvil, because the Hollowmere council had sent up an order for forty plow points before the ground froze and the village paid him in coin and flour and firewood and he did not like to keep people waiting.

He heard the ponies before he heard the knock. That was the first strange thing. Nobody came up the pass after dark in November. The road was narrow and the drop was long, and the only people who used it at night were smugglers and fools.

The second strange thing was that the knock did not come at the door. It came on the iron frame of the open archway, three slow, heavy blows that rang through the forge like a bell, and Corin turned with the hammer still in his hand and found an orc filling the arch.

He had seen orcs before. Everyone in the Gap had. The Ashmaw clans held the high valleys beyond the ridge, and for most of Corin’s life there had been an uneasy kind of peace between them and the lowland villages, mostly kept by the simple fact that nobody wanted to climb that far to fight. Ashmaw traders came down twice a year to sell hides and buy salt. Corin had shod their ponies. He had never seen one like this.

The orc was enormous. He had to stoop to clear the arch, and when he straightened inside the forge his head nearly reached the lowest of the hanging chains. His skin was green-gray, the color of lichen on old stone, and it was crossed everywhere with scars, thin pale lines on his shoulders and arms and chest, a long one across his ribs, a ragged one down the side of his neck. Two small lower tusks jutted from his jaw, ivory yellowed at the tips. His ears were long and pointed, and a small iron ring hung in the right one. His hair was black and fell well past his shoulders in long braids, a dozen of them, bound here and there with leather cord. He wore no shirt, no cloak, nothing on his chest at all in the November cold, only a dark leather kilt that fell to his knees, studded and worn, belted at the waist with a wide belt and a heavy round iron buckle.

Corin’s first clear thought was that the orc was built like the mountain. His second was that he should probably put the hammer down.

He did not put the hammer down.

“Smith,” the orc said. His voice was deep and rough and very calm. “You are the smith of Cinder Gap.”

“I am.” Corin kept his own voice level. “Corin Ashby. Forge is closed, but I suspect you didn’t come up the pass at night for plow points.”

Something moved in the orc’s face, too quick to be a smile. “No.” He reached over his shoulder and drew something from the harness across his back, and Corin’s grip tightened on the hammer before he saw what it was. It was a sword, or had been. The blade was broken a hand’s width above the guard, the edge notched and the steel gone blue-black from some fire it had not been meant for. The orc laid it across the anvil with a care that surprised Corin, the way a man might lay down something that belonged to someone he had loved.

“I am Varrok,” the orc said. “Warlord of the Ashmaw. That was my father’s blade. It broke at Redwater three days ago.”

Corin looked down at it. He did not touch it yet. “Redwater. I heard there was trouble.”

“There was a raid. Not ours.” Varrok’s eyes were amber-brown, dark and steady. “Men from the south, who wanted the lowland villages and the clans at each other’s throats so they could take the pass while we bled. We stopped them. It cost me the blade and two good warriors.” He was quiet a moment. “In nine days I sit with your Hollowmere council at the Stone of Oaths to swear the peace again. Among my people, a warlord comes to that stone with his father’s blade or he does not come at all. Our smiths are dead or scattered. The nearest forge hot enough to rework old clan steel is this one.”

Corin finally set the hammer down on the bench. He picked up the broken sword, felt the weight of it, turned it toward the firelight. It was good steel, very old, folded in a pattern he had only read about. Whoever had made it had known exactly what they were doing.

“Nine days,” he said.

“Nine days.”

“I can’t promise it’ll be the same blade.”

“It does not need to be the same,” Varrok said. “It needs to be his, and it needs to be whole.”

Corin turned the hilt over in his hand. He thought of the forty plow points. He thought about the villages below and the clans above and what happened to both if that peace was not sworn. He thought, too, though he would not have said it out loud, that he had never been asked to do anything that mattered quite so much.

“Then you’ll have to stay,” he said. “I’ll need you here. Clan steel has to be worked by someone who knows what it’s meant to be, and I don’t. You’ll tell me. You’ll hold it. You’ll probably swing a hammer, if you can be trusted not to break my anvil.”

Varrok looked at him for a long moment. The forge fire popped. Then the warlord of the Ashmaw inclined his huge braided head, very slightly.

“I can be trusted,” he said. “With the anvil.”

Varrok’s riders went back over the ridge the next morning, leaving their warlord, one shaggy gray pony, and a saddlebag of dried meat that Corin privately thought could have resoled a boot. The orc slept the first night on a pile of hides by the side furnace, and when Corin came down from his loft at dawn Varrok was already awake, sitting cross-legged in front of the banked hearth with the broken sword across his knees, talking quietly to it in his own language.

Corin pretended not to notice. He made porridge, enough for four, and set a bowl beside the orc without a word. Varrok ate all of it and then, without being asked, went out into the yard and split the entire stack of firewood that had been waiting since September. Corin watched him through the arch for longer than he meant to. The orc swung the maul one-handed, and every stroke cracked a round clean through, and the morning light ran along the scars on his back like water.

They started on the blade that afternoon.

It was slow work and Corin did not rush it. He cut away the ruined steel at the break, studied the grain, drew patterns in charcoal on the bench while Varrok told him what the sword had been. It had been forged by the orc’s great-grandmother, Varrok said, from iron his people had pulled out of a fallen star in the high snows. It had been broken once before and rewelded. Every warlord of the Ashmaw had carried it.

“And you?” Corin asked, not looking up from the charcoal. “When did it come to you?”

“Twelve years ago. I was twenty-seven.” Varrok sat on an upturned crate that creaked under him, elbows on his knees. “My father died in the winter fever. I was the eldest. The clan voted. I did not want it.” He said it simply, without self-pity. “I wanted to raise goats.”

Corin laughed before he could stop himself, and then looked up, worried he had given offense. But Varrok’s mouth had pulled sideways around one tusk, and his amber-brown eyes had gone warm.

“You laugh,” the orc said. “Everyone laughs. They are very good goats.”

“I believe you,” Corin said, and found that he did.

So Varrok was thirty-nine, then. Corin did the sum in his head that evening while the furnace came up to heat and told himself it did not matter. It did not matter that the orc was four years older than him and carried it the way some men carried a good coat. It did not matter that he had a laugh like a rockslide, low and rare, or that he listened when Corin explained something, really listened, his whole huge body
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