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The Pit

The crowd wanted blood. Kael just wanted rent money and all his teeth.

They packed the pit from plank to rafters, a hundred bodies sweating under swinging lanterns. Boots hammered the boards, mugs slammed the rails, coins changed hands with the desperation of people who had never watched anyone actually die.

Kael rolled his shoulders, flexed his fingers on the hilt of his sword, and tried not to think about how badly the blade wanted to snap.

His sword was an old length of steel with more chips than edge. The Ember Company called it the Broom, because if you swung it wrong you mostly just swept the dust. It wasn’t impressive, but it was his, and it had managed to keep him alive through three years of bad jobs and worse decisions.

“Renn!” someone bawled from the balcony. Brenn, by the sound of it. “Don’t die! You still owe me four silvers!”

Kael didn’t look up. Rule one of pit fighting: never take your eyes off the other gate.

The announcer finished his patter and scurried clear. The far gate creaked open.

Kael’s opponent ducked through. Tall, built like a door, chain shirt over padded leather, half-mask across his jaw. The pit called him Sir Dorn, like slapping a “sir” in front of his name made this less illegal.

He carried a decent long sword. Functional. Honest. Lethal.

Behind him, on a stand just inside the gate, sat something that was none of those things.

It was a sword the way a wolf was a dog. Scabbard plain and black, crossguard smooth, no jewels or etching. But the curve of the hilt, the exact proportions of blade to grip, the way the air seemed to thin around it—Kael knew that shape.

Starforged.

His stomach dropped through the floor.

No. Couldn’t be. Not here. Not as a party trick in some border-town cellar.

The announcer flung an arm at the stand. “Tonight’s wager, courtesy of our generous patron! A relic from old Helvar itself!” He savored the pause. “Win, and it’s yours!”

The crowd roared. They didn’t know. Of course they didn’t. Most had never seen the capital, let alone the Star Hall. To them, “relic” meant “shiny.”

To Kael, it meant “trouble measured in inquisitors.” And something else, if he let himself admit it: the memory of white stone and a dark bowl of earth, the crater at Helvar’s heart ringing with voices as boys like him swore oaths they didn’t yet understand.

He kept his face blank. You didn’t survive long in this business by broadcasting what scared you.

Dorn strode to the center of the pit. “You’re smaller than I expected,” he said through the mask.

“That’s what they all say,” Kael replied. “Doesn’t usually help.”

The bell rang—an old horseshoe on a nail, whacked with a stick. The noise hit like a starting pistol.

Dorn came in hard. Not a drunk brawler; Kael saw that in the first exchange. The man’s footwork was drilled, his guard tight, his cuts precise. Every blow landed with the weight of a man used to winning quickly.

Kael parried, the Broom shrieking in protest. The impact ran up his arms and into his teeth. He let the force carry him sideways, boots gliding over scarred planks, giving ground rather than trying to meet strength with strength.

He’d fought men like this during the war. Knights who thought discipline made them immortal. It didn’t, but it made them annoying.

Dorn tested him high, then low, then hammered at his guard in a series of heavy cuts that would have split a lesser opponent. Kael let the blade slide, catching just enough, bleeding off force, always moving. He felt the rim of the pit at his back before Dorn’s next swing.

“Nowhere left to go,” Dorn said.

“That’s one way to see it,” Kael said, and dropped.

He shoved off the rail, ducked under the cut, and rolled, feeling the wind of steel pass over his scalp. Sand and sweat slapped the boards with him. He came up inside Dorn’s guard, driving his shoulder into the bigger man’s chest.

Dorn staggered, but not enough. He was strong. He twisted, turned Kael’s momentum, slammed a plated elbow down toward Kael’s wrist.

Pain exploded. Fingers spasmed. The Broom flew from Kael’s hand and skidded across the ring.

The crowd howled. Some for blood. Some, Kael suspected, because they’d just lost a bet.

For a heartbeat he stared at his empty hand.

Well. That’s one problem solved, he thought. I’ve been meaning to replace that sword anyway.

Dorn raised his blade for the finishing stroke.

Kael moved on instinct. He dove sideways, rolled again, boots slipping on old blood. He came up near the gate, breath ragged, ribs screaming where one of Dorn’s earlier cuts had kissed him.

The Starforged blade sat on its stand, quiet and self-contained. Not glowing. Not humming. Just waiting.

This is a bad idea, Kael thought.

He grabbed it anyway.

Cold shot up his arm. Not the dead cold of iron in winter, but something clean and deep, like inhaling river water while drowning.

The world snapped into focus. Dorn’s stance, weight too far on his front foot. The angle of his shoulders. The telltale shift in his grip before a downward cut.

Kael yanked the sword free of its scabbard.

Starforged steel slid out with a whisper. The blade was a pale grey, almost white, with a faint grain running along it like the memory of ripples in stone. No crest. No royal emblem. Just that not-quite-light soaking its edges.

The pit went quiet enough he could hear the lantern chains creak.

Dorn blinked once. Just long enough.

Kael stepped in.

His body remembered training drills he’d sworn he’d forgotten. He turned his hips, brought the blade up in a tight arc, caught Dorn’s sword on the downswing. The impact boomed up his arms—but this time the cold drank it, spread it, turned it into clarity instead of pain.

The Starforged sang in his bones.

Dorn’s blade skidded aside. His eyes widened behind the mask. Kael pressed, three cuts in rapid succession, each one informed by that laser focus in his veins. Step, angle, strike. The bigger man’s guard faltered, a fraction late.

A low voice slid through Kael’s skull.

Not bad, the voice said. Rusty, but not hopeless.

Kael almost missed his next parry.

“Focus,” he hissed under his breath, not sure if he was talking to himself or the sword.

He ducked another swing, stepped in, and with a twist that felt like muscle memory and ghost hands, he knocked Dorn’s blade from his grip. It spun, clanged off the boards, and slid to a stop near the crowd’s boots.

The entire pit held its breath.

Kael planted the tip of the pale blade at Dorn’s throat.

Silence. For one, two, three heartbeats.

Then the room exploded.

Sound crashed over him. Shouts, curses, wild laughter. The announcer grabbed his arm and thrust it in the air. Someone threw a mug; it missed his head by inches.

Winner! the man bellowed. Kael Renn, of the Ember Company! And look what he’s stolen from the gods!

Kael’s chest heaved. Sweat stung his eyes. The cold in his veins settled into a steady, unnerving pulse.

The voice in his head spoke again, thoughtful now.

Better, it said. But you’re not my knight.

Kael stared down at the pale blade in his hand and felt something very old and very unwelcome uncoil in his gut.

Of course, he thought. The gods weren’t done with him after all. 
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Bad Winnings

The Red Mare smelled like sweat, smoke, and the faint sour of regret. Home, basically.

The Ember Company had claimed their usual corner booth. Brenn was halfway through his victory ale and halfway onto the table, demonstrating the exact moment Kael had “heroically cheated death” with wild swings of an invisible sword.

“You should’ve seen his face,” Brenn shouted, wobbling. “One second he’s Mister Fancy Baron’s Guard, next second he’s staring at the floor and thinking about new careers in farming!”

“I was there,” Kael said. “I remember.”

He sat with his back to the wall, habit more than paranoia, Starforged blade propped beside him. Every time he glanced at it, his stomach tried to leave his body via his spine.

Up close in lamplight, the sword looked no friendlier. The pale steel drank light instead of throwing it. The faint grain along the blade pulsed when he stared too long, like breath.

For a flicker he wasn’t in the Mare at all. He was fifteen again, knuckles raw from drills, standing in the Star Hall with a practice blade in his sweaty grip, looking up at the real ones. Starforged swords had lined the walls like trapped lightning. The air had tasted of incense and hot stone and fear disguised as pride. They’d told him one might choose him, someday.

None ever had.

Mirren, the company’s healer, shoved a tankard at him and then his shirt up to his ribs in the same motion. “Hold this,” she said. “And this.” She handed him a folded rag.

“Careful,” Kael said. “If you start being efficient, we’ll all die of shock.”

“You’re bleeding on Pawl’s benches.” She dabbed something that stung along the cut on his side. “And you’re slower than you were last month.”

“You’re slower than you were last month,” she added.

“I’m older than I was last month,” Kael said.

“You’re twenty-three, not ancient,” Mirren said. “Stop collecting new scars as a hobby.”

He grunted, which in Kael-speak meant she was annoyingly right.

Brenn flopped back into the booth, sending ale sloshing. “Doesn’t matter how slow he is,” he said cheerfully. “Did you see the blade?” He leaned toward Mirren, stage whispering. “Starforged.”

Mirren’s hands stilled. Her dark eyes flicked to the sword. “You’re sure?”

“Look at it,” Brenn said. “It hums.”

“You’re drunk,” Kael said.

“She’s right to ask,” Mirren murmured. “If that’s what I think it is, we should not be sitting in public with it like it’s a new toy.”

Kael’s skin prickled. He took a long swallow of ale to cover it.

The sword leaned against the wall, hilt within easy reach. He could feel its attention. Not like a person staring—more like knowing there was a storm out beyond the hills, pressure in the air, waiting.

You going to sulk all night? the voice asked. Or are you going to talk to me?

Kael almost choked on his drink.

He managed to turn it into a cough. Mirren slapped his back, hard.

“Wrong pipe,” he wheezed.

She eyed him. “Sit still before you tear something I just fixed.”

They weren’t stitches. She hadn’t gotten that far yet. But Kael held still anyway and concentrated very hard on not reacting to the fact that there was a stranger sharing his skull.

You’re the one who grabbed me, the voice went on, dry. It seems only fair.

Kael thought back at it, because apparently that was his life now. Who are you?

There was a pause, like someone surprised to be asked their own name.

Arien, it replied. The name rolled around his thoughts with an odd familiarity. And you?

Kael Renn, he thought. Mercenary. Pit idiot. Recent terrible decision-maker.

That last part was redundant, Arien said.

Mirren finished bandaging him and went to yell at Brenn for standing on the table. Kael sat very still, nursing his drink and his impending sense of doom.

You’re a Starforged, he thought. One of the Hall’s blades.

I am in a Starforged, Arien corrected. There’s a difference. Steel is steel. I’m the one doing the thinking.

I thought you lot didn’t talk this much, Kael thought. The knights always made it sound like you were solemn and wise.

That’s because they were afraid if they admitted how petty we are, people would stop writing songs about us, Arien said. Besides, they never listened properly. You do.

Kael made the mistake of glancing around the room. The Red Mare was busy but familiar. Regulars shouted at one another. Pawl the innkeeper glowered behind the bar, counting coins with one eye and watching for fights with the other.

Nobody else looked like they had their brain occupied by a sarcastic chunk of star-metal.

You don’t remember your knight? Kael asked. Whoever carried you last?

Silence stretched. For a moment he thought the connection had snapped.

Then, quietly: No.

You don’t remember at all?

Pieces, Arien said. A hand on my hilt. A voice swearing an oath. The white stone of the Star Hall. The taste of cold air in the crater. Then... nothing. Empty rooms where memories should be.

Starforged didn’t forget. Everyone knew that. That was the whole point. Bind a human mind to steel and it would remember every sin and every glory until the metal rusted.

So how does someone erase memories from a sword? Kael wondered.

I’d like to know that too, Arien said.

“Renn!”

Pawl’s voice cut through the noise. The innkeeper stood by the bar, beefy arms folded, expression like an approaching tax bill.

Kael sighed, slid out of the booth, and grabbed the sword. The cold flared in his palm, settling into that unnerving steady hum.

In the back room, away from the noise, Pawl shut the door and leaned against a barrel.

“You’re trouble,” Pawl said, without preamble.

“Most people lead with ‘thank you for making me rich,’” Kael said, nodding at the sword.

Pawl’s eyes flicked to the sword. “You know what that is.”

“A very fancy way to get myself executed,” Kael said. “Unregistered Starforged make the crown nervous.”

“When I was younger and stupider,” Pawl said, “I took a caravan to Helvar. Saw the Star Hall. Saw blades like that one. A priest said there were lists. Every Starforged in the realm, counted and checked and locked up tight. The crown doesn’t like surprises.”

“Sounds like them,” Kael murmured.

“An unregistered one showing up in my cellar,” Pawl went on, “means inquisitors. Inquisitors mean questions. Questions mean dead tavern keepers. I’m fond of my continued breathing.”

Arien made a small, annoyed noise in his head. Charming.

“What do you want me to do?” Kael asked.

“Leave,” Pawl said. “You and your merry band. Take that thing with you. Be gone before dawn. When the Holy Office comes sniffing, I’ll tell them some Baron’s idiot lost his heirloom and stormed off in a huff. Let that be the end of it.”

You should listen, Arien said. He’s smarter than you look.

“We don’t have coin to travel,” Kael said aloud.

Pawl tossed a small pouch. Kael caught it by reflex; it clinked heavy.

“Your cut, plus a little bonus for keeping your entrails inside your skin,” Pawl said. “Consider it me investing in you not dying in my common room.”

“...You’re sentimental tonight,” Kael said.

“I’m terrified,” Pawl said. “But you’re close enough.”

Back at the booth, the Ember Company didn’t argue. They’d run before. They’d run from worse.

They drifted off to pack, one by one. Kael climbed the stairs to his little room under the eaves, the Starforged heavy in his hand.

The room was barely big enough for a bed, a chest, and his bad decisions. He closed the door, leaned his forehead against it for a moment, then crossed to the chest.

He rummaged until he found an old canvas sword wrap. He hesitated, then bound the Starforged in it, leather straps snug around hilt and blade. The cold dulled but didn’t vanish.

Cowardly, Arien observed.

“Practical,” Kael muttered. “There’s a difference.”

He laid the wrapped blade in the chest, shut the lid, and turned the key. Then he dragged the whole thing into the corner, wedged it under a sloping beam, and dropped the key into his belt pouch.

“You stay,” he told the chest. “I go. Everyone’s happy.”

That’s not how this works, Arien said.

Kael ignored them, flopped onto the bed, and stared at the cracked plaster overhead until sleep dragged him under.

He woke to screaming and the smell of smoke.  
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Holy Office Welcoming Committee

For a second, waking, Kael thought he was back on the border. The air was thick with smoke, someone was shouting orders, and his heart was already hammering before his eyes opened.

Then he sat up and cracked his head on the sloped ceiling of his tiny room at the Red Mare.

“Dammit,” he groaned.

The shouting wasn’t ordered, and the smoke smelled like burning ale and cheap wood instead of pitch and corpses. Slight improvement.

He rolled off the bed, lurched to his feet, and grabbed his belt. His fingers found the key in the pouch without thinking.

The chest sat exactly where he’d shoved it, motionless and smug.

Told you, Arien said.

“Don’t start,” Kael muttered.

He unlocked the chest, hauled the wrapped sword out, and slung it over his shoulder. Even through canvas the cold kissed his skin.

Out in the hallway, the air was a murky grey. Someone had smashed a lantern downstairs. Or several someones. Flames licked along the ceiling beams.

Brenn burst out of the next room, boots half on, shirt inside out.

“Morning,” Kael said. “Sleep well?”

“We’ve got royal colors out front,” Brenn coughed. “Blue and silver. And black robes.”

Of course. Inquisitors.

“Pawl’s going to murder you if they don’t,” Brenn added.

“Get the others,” Kael said. “Back door, horses. We’re gone.”

They barreled down the stairs. The common room was chaos. Half the patrons had already fled. The other half were arguing with men in Helvar blue while Pawl shouted at everyone.

Near the bar, a tall man in a long black coat stood like a knife stuck in a table. Silver thread traced the sigil of the Holy Office along his sash.

Inspector, Arien supplied. The wards on his coat stink.

“Renn!” Pawl barked. “Explain this!”

“Plan was to slip away quietly,” Kael said. “Someone set the quiet on fire.”

The man in black turned. His gaze slid from Kael to the bundle on his shoulder with surgical precision.

“Kael Renn,” he said. “Of the Ember Company.”

Kael was getting very tired of people knowing his name.

“Inspector Hadrien,” the man added. “Holy Office. By authority of the Crown and Church, you are ordered to surrender stolen royal property.” He held out a hand. “The sword.”

Kael’s bones wanted to obey. Years of drilled reflexes screamed that when someone in a coat like that said “surrender,” you did it and begged they found you boring.

“Royal property?” he said instead. “Pretty sure I won it fair. Your noble lost his bet. Take it up with him.”

Murmurs rippled through the room. The soldiers shifted, watching Hadrien out of the corners of their eyes. Nobody liked nobles. Nobody liked inquisitors either, but nobles they could picture losing in a pit fight.

“That blade,” Hadrien said, tone cooling, “is a Starforged relic of the Helvarian Crown. It was never his to wager. It is certainly not yours to hold.”

You really are good at making friends, Arien said.

Kael’s grip tightened on the bundle. If he handed the sword over, maybe they’d just drag it back to the capital and forget about the idiot mercenary who’d touched it.

If you believe that, I have a bridge to sell you, Arien said.

“Renn,” Brenn hissed. “Be clever. Clever keeps us breathing.”

Hadrien extended his hand a fraction closer. “One last time. The blade.”

Kael’s options condensed into two neat, equally terrible piles.

Run, with a pit full of soldiers between him and the door.

Or hand over the one piece of evidence that might explain what had happened to the Star Hall, to Arien, to the part of his life he’d spent three years pretending didn’t exist.

He sighed.

“Look,” he began. “I don’t—”

The sound in the room thinned, like someone had put wool over his ears. Lantern flames drew long, white-hot. The hairs on his arms rose.

The wrapped blade tore out of his grip like someone had yanked it with invisible wire. Canvas shredded. Cold exploded outward, slamming into his chest hard enough to punch the air from his lungs.

The sword hung in the middle of the common room, point down, spinning slowly.

Light spilled off it in sheets, silver-white and sharp. It washed over faces, over spilled ale and broken chairs, over Pawl’s gaping mouth and Brenn’s wide eyes. The smell of smoke and beer faded under the crisp, cleansed tang of incense and star-metal.

For a heartbeat, the Red Mare wasn’t a tavern; it was another hall entirely.

White stone. Banners snapping in a nonexistent wind. A star carved into the floor, lines inlaid with glassy dark rock that glowed like cooled lightning. Sound rolled around the vast crater at the hall’s center, a low, endless echo.

Kael saw a younger Hadrien kneeling before a throne he couldn’t quite focus on. A voice—not Arien’s, not his—spoke words that rang in his bones.

“...swear to bind all wayward spirits... to keep their wills aligned with the Crown...”

Hadrien’s hands shook around a sword hilt.

The vision stretched, held—and then snapped.

The sword dropped. Lanterns flared back to life, coughing smoke. The stink of burning ale rushed back in.

The Starforged hit the floor with a sound like a bell being struck underwater.

For a moment no one moved. Then the room erupted a second time—but not like after a good hit in the pit.

Half the crowd dropped to their knees, babbling prayers. A few made frantic signs of the Seven. Others scrambled for the door, shoving, desperate to get out and tell someone what they’d seen before the memory faded and sanity returned.

“Holy star,” someone whispered. “It’s a sign.”

“Miracle,” another said.

“Curse,” Pawl muttered, white around the mouth.

Hadrien’s face was the color of old parchment. His hand twitched once, like he wanted to cross himself and remembered at the last second he served the people who made everybody else do that.

“That,” Brenn whispered behind Kael, “was not clever.”

Hadrien rebuilt himself visibly, piece by piece. He took a breath. His voice, when it came, was clipped and icy.

“Seize them,” he said. “All of them. The mercenary for transport to the capital. The others for questioning. The sword goes under seal.”

Soldiers surged forward.

Pawl grabbed a stool and hit the first one through the door so hard the man went down like a felled tree. “Out the back!” Pawl roared. “You bring this to my door, you take it away!”

The Ember Company moved. Kael scooped up the Starforged, colder now than before, and bolted for the kitchen. Brenn, Mirren, Lio, the others crashed after him.

The cook shrieked about her stew being trampled. Kael didn’t stop.

The back door slammed open onto the yard. Smoke poured into the sky. Their horses snorted, rolling their eyes at the commotion.

“Mount up!” Kael shouted. “North road!”

“You?” Mirren demanded as she swung into the saddle. “You’re coming, right?”

Kael glanced back at the inn’s rear door. Soldiers were bottlenecked by the narrow frame, shoving.

Hadrien’s black coat was a dark wedge behind them.

If Kael ran, they’d chase him. They’d chase his company. Drag the Starforged and whoever carried it back in chains.

If he stayed... well. Chains were almost guaranteed anyway.
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