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The Anvil


Arda was out back, hammering metal bars, getting ready to draw them into wire. A steady hiss of summer rain spattered over the yard and thrummed on the roof of the forge, and so it wasn’t any surprise she didn’t hear Valaric sidling up on her at first. Not until she paused and turned to wipe a little of the sweat from her brow, and there he was in the corner of her eye, lurking behind her like a naughty child. She jerked a bit when she saw him there, startled. Valaric had a knack for kicking things off on the wrong foot with her. Always had.


King Valaric now, she reminded herself.


‘Well? What do you want, then?’ It was a bit of a trek from Varyxhun down the Isset valley and across the Crackmarsh. Not the safest these days either, what with the Lhosir king dead and half his army slaughtered and drowned at the walls of Varyxhun castle, the other half festering in Issetbridge like a swarm of angry bees, blocking the only proper road into the valley and thinking of nothing but avenging their fallen. Particularly not the safest if you happened to call yourself Valaric the Wolf, king of Varyxhun, the one who had given the forkbeards their bloody nose in the first place.


‘Where’s Gallow?’


‘Not here.’ Valaric must have worked that one out for himself already. He must have seen the sourness in her face too, but he still didn’t turn around and piss off back to his valley. Arda cocked her head. ‘Come the back way, did you, through the Devil’s Caves?’ She peered past him. Someone else was out in the yard in the rain, leaning against the house. Her house. Sarvic, she guessed, and Valaric would likely have another couple of men with him somewhere. She gave the new king a long hard look, a bit hostile and mostly made of resentment, and then sighed. Was probably a bit much to expect him to take no for an answer and meekly head back across the Crackmarsh to Hrodicslet and up the valleys to the Devil’s Caves, to just go away and leave her alone.


‘I suppose you’d better come inside out of the rain then,’ she said. ‘But Gallow’s not going to be back a while. Might be weeks, so you could just not bother and get on your way. I’m sure you’ve got lots of king things to be getting on with.’


‘Lots. But I’ll take your offer of shelter,’ Valaric said. Five minutes later he was sitting inside her house against the wall, dripping all over her floor and generally making a mess of the place. Arda stared at him, waiting for him to say something, while her eldest, Jelira, brought out cups of water and some hard flatbread and got the fire going. Old Nadric grinned like a dead sheep, made stupid by the notion he had a real Marroc king in his house, the first Marroc king for a dozen years; but Arda mostly remembered Valaric as the bastard bandit chief of the Crackmarsh swamps. Scourge of the forkbeards, yes, and a friend at times, but the whole king thing made her want to laugh.


‘You’re still limping,’ she said after a bit.


‘Aye. Still got stabbed in the leg in Varyxhun. No amount of cursing the forkbeards going to change that.’ He eased himself down and sat, cross-legged and awkward, in front of the fire. Still dripping on her floor.


‘He’s gone up north,’ Arda said at last. ‘Fedderhun way. Him and that Vathan woman. Said he had something to do.’


Valaric nodded. ‘When’s he going to be back?’


‘Whenever he is. Was three years the last time, so Modris only knows. You can wait here and find out if you like, same as the rest of us, but you’ll work for your keep if you do, Valaric the Wolf, king or not.’


‘What about Reddic? He here?’


‘What do you want him for?’


‘Where is he?’


Arda glared. ‘What are you after?’


‘Tane’s beard, woman, you don’t change, do you?’ Valaric chuckled. ‘I remember now why I was so glad to see the back of you after we kicked the forkbeards from the walls of Varyxhun.’ He looked to Sarvic, who shrugged, then back to Arda. The two other men he had with him shuffled from foot to foot, uneasy. A pair of strangers she’d never seen before, and she didn’t like having strangers in her house these days. Too much of that lately. ‘I’m here, if you must, because I need someone who knows their way around a forge. We drove the forkbeards out of the valley and across the river, but there’s plenty more of them in Issetbridge. It’s only a matter of time before they stop licking their wounds and feeling sorry for themselves and come at us again.’


Arda nodded agreeably. ‘Sounds likely. That being so, don’t let me keep you from getting back off to your castle. Best you’re good and ready for them, I’d say.’


Valaric gritted his teeth. ‘We gave that lot a right bruising on the walls of Varyxhun, and I’m sure we can both agree there’s nothing more precious to a forkbeard than his pride. So all in all I’ll be off again as soon as I have what I need, thanks, and the thing I need more than anything just now is a forge. Arrowheads and spearheads and wire for mail; and for a forge I need tools and an anvil.’


‘You’re not having mine.’


‘Lucky for you I’d need a wagon to get everything from here to Varyxhun, and there’s no getting one through the Crackmarsh or up from Hrodicslet and the Devil’s Caves. Take yours and I’d have to carry everything right round to Tarkhun and then back down the Aulian Way through Issetbridge. Tricky proposition that. So lucky for you I don’t want yours, I want someone else’s.’ He shrugged. ‘There’s a forge in Issetbridge already. Was thinking I might as well have that one.’


‘Ah.’ Arda snorted. ‘Nashic’s place. The forge the forkbeards will be using for their arrows and spearheads and so forth.’


‘That’s the one. Two birds with one stone, I’m thinking.’


‘Good luck with that then, Valaric. Off you go. No point wasting your time here, eh?’


Valaric leaned forward. He winced as he unfolded his legs. ‘Issetbridge being all crawling with forkbeards as it is, I thought I’d best send someone tough to go and get it, and best it be someone who knows his way around a forge too. Could be quite a disappointment if they steal all the wrong bits.’


Arda threw a wide smile at him. ‘Makes me happy to say my Gallow’s not here then. Saves me from having to tell you you can’t have him, and then whack you with a pan and chase you back into your swamp when you try to argue. How you planning on getting a whole forge out of Issetbridge anyway? Tools and anvil and all.’
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