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Chapter 1 — The Man Who Forgot
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Morning arrived gently.

It felt wrong.

After war, after magic, after prophecy, after ancient queens turning to petals and reality nearly tearing apart, morning should have arrived with thunder.

Instead, sunlight slipped quietly through the tall windows of the eastern guest chamber in the Court.

Warm.

Soft.

Peaceful.

Cruel, almost.

Because peace made grief louder.

Elara sat in a chair beside the bed and had not slept once.

Not even for a minute.

Her eyes burned.

Her body ached.

But exhaustion mattered less than the man lying before her.

Kaelen slept on his back beneath grey blankets, one arm resting over his stomach, dark hair falling over his forehead.

Without the Wolf, he looked different.

Not weaker.

Just... quieter.

Smaller somehow.

Not physically.

Energetically.

The ancient weight that had once filled every room was gone.

No silver fire.

No terrifying aura.

No predator stillness.

Just a man.

A very beautiful man.

A very frustrating man.

A very lost man.

Elara stared at him.

Her throat tightened.

Yesterday he had crossed realms for her.

Held her.

Protected her.

Loved her.

Today he remembered none of it.

No.

Not none.

The Regent had said memory was fractured, not destroyed.

Buried.

Disconnected.

The soul remembered.

The mind did not.

That distinction had kept her going all night.

A knock came.

Soft.

She didn’t answer.

The door opened anyway.

Of course.

Only one person ignored boundaries that elegantly.

Aeron entered carrying a tray.

Tea.

Bread.

Fruit.

He paused when he saw her expression.

His teasing vanished.

“You haven’t slept.”

It wasn’t a question.

“No.”

Aeron sighed.

“You should.”

“No.”

He almost smiled.

“You’re becoming him.”

Elara frowned.

“What?”

“Stubborn.”

“I was always stubborn.”

“Yes.”

A pause.

“But now it’s aggressive.”

She glared.

Aeron raised both hands.

“Observation only.”

He set the tray down.

Walked to the bed.

Looked at Kaelen.

Long silence.

Elara saw it.

The ache.

The joy.

The grief.

He had gotten his brother back.

But not fully.

Cruel.

Aeron whispered:

“He used to sleep like that.”

Elara blinked.

“What?”

Aeron smiled faintly.

“When we were young.”

A pause.

“One arm across his stomach.”

Another.

“As if even in sleep he expected attack.”

Her heart hurt.

Even as a child?

Aeron sat on the bed edge.

“He always guarded first.”

Silence.

“Even at twelve.”

Another silence.

“He was born older.”

Elara’s voice softened.

“You missed him.”

Aeron laughed once.

Broken.

“Every day.”

Silence filled the room.

Then—

Movement.

Tiny.

Kaelen’s fingers twitched.

Elara shot upright.

Aeron froze.

Kaelen stirred.

Brows tightening.

Breathing changing.

Waking.

Elara’s heart pounded.

No.

No no.

Please.

Please remember.

His eyes slowly opened.

Brown.

Still brown.

He blinked at the ceiling.

Confused.

Then turned his head.

Saw Aeron.

Saw Elara.

Saw both watching him like nervous lunatics.

He frowned.

“...Why are you both staring at me?”

Silence.

Aeron let out a breath.

Elara nearly laughed from sheer relief.

Same dry tone.

Same understated irritation.

Good.

Very good.

Kaelen pushed himself upright.

Winced.

“Oh.”

He touched his ribs.

“That hurts.”

Aeron muttered:

“Yes, being repeatedly stabbed tends to do that.”

Kaelen blinked.

“What?”

Silence.

Aeron sighed.

“Long story.”

Kaelen rubbed his temples.

“I have many questions.”

Elara leaned forward.

“Ask.”

He looked at her.

Brown eyes steady.

Warm.

Too warm.

Dangerously warm.

No recognition.

Yet not stranger-cold either.

Something in between.

He asked carefully:

“Are you my wife?”

Silence.

Absolute silence.

Elara stopped breathing.

Aeron choked on air.

“What?!”

Kaelen frowned.

“What?”

Aeron stared.

“Why would that be your first question?”

Kaelen looked mildly offended.

“Because she’s sitting beside my bed looking like she hasn’t slept in a week.”

A pause.

“She’s wearing my shirt.”

Elara froze.

Oh.

She looked down.

Right.

She had changed overnight.

Into one of his shirts.

Wonderful.

Perfect.

Kaelen continued logically:

“She looks devastated.”

A pause.

“She’s holding my hand.”

He looked down.

Indeed.

She still was.

He looked back up.

“Reasonable deduction.”

Aeron burst into laughter.

Full laughter.

Tears-in-eyes laughter.

“Oh, gods.”

Kaelen frowned.

“What?”

Aeron laughed harder.

“She’s not your wife.”

Silence.

Kaelen looked at Elara.

Then at their hands.

Then back.

“...That feels disappointing.”

Silence.

No.

No no.

Elara’s heart stopped.

What?

Aeron stopped laughing.

Both stared.

Kaelen frowned at his own words.

Then looked confused.

“Why did I say that?”

The bond flickered.

Warm.

Alive.

A pull.

Small.

But real.

Elara whispered:

“Because maybe part of you remembers.”

Kaelen stared at her.

Something shifted.

Tiny.

A flash behind his eyes.

Moonlight.

Silver dress.

A laugh.

Gone.

He grabbed the bedframe.

Pain.

Sharp.

His breathing hitched.

Elara moved instantly.

“Kaelen!”

He shut his eyes.

“What—”

Pain.

Memory fragment.

Gone.

He opened his eyes again.

Breathing hard.

“What was that?”

Her voice shook.

“A memory.”

Silence.

Kaelen stared.

No.

No no.

He whispered:

“...of you.”

The bond glowed.

Tiny.

Bright.

Hope.

Then—

Before anyone could speak—

A violent boom shook the Court.

The walls trembled.

Glass shattered.

Magic alarms screamed through the palace.

The room froze.

Aeron shot to his feet.

No.

No no.

Not now.

The Regent’s voice thundered through the Court by magic.

ALL GUARDS TO THE SOUTH GATE. NOW.

Kaelen’s instincts exploded.

No memory required.

Warrior reflexes remained.

He was out of bed before logic arrived.

Elara shouted:

“Kaelen, wait—!”

Too late.

He staggered.

Nearly fell.

Aeron caught him.

“Idiot.”

Kaelen blinked.

“...Apparently I am.”

Another explosion.

The palace shook harder.

The bond screamed.

Danger.

Massive danger.

Elara ran to the window.

Looked down.

And her blood froze.

At the South Gate stood a lone figure in black armor.

Tall.

Still.

Watching the Court.

Around him—

Dead guards.

Dozens.

No.

No no.

Impossible.

One man?

The figure slowly lifted his head.

Even from this distance—

She felt it.

Cold.

Wrong.

Hungry.

Not fae.

Not human.

Something else.

Then the armored stranger looked directly at her window.

As if he could see her.

And smiled.

A voice echoed inside her mind.

Ancient.

Empty.

Hollow.

The Warden lives.

Silence.

Her blood turned to ice.

No.

No no.

The voice continued.

Tell the bonded one this.

The figure drew a black sword.

Dark mist pouring from it.

The Hollow King sends his first knight.

The stranger raised the blade toward the Court.

And spoke the final words.

The hunt begins.
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Chapter 2 — The First Knight

[image: ]


The room froze.

No one moved.

No one breathed.

Only the echo remained.

The hunt begins.

Elara stumbled backward from the window.

Cold.

Absolute cold.

Not physical.

Soul-deep.

Wrong.

The figure below had not merely spoken.

He had touched her mind.

And whatever he was—

He was connected to the prison.

To the Hollow King.

To the Final Gate.

No.

No no.

Aeron grabbed her shoulders.

“Elara!”

She blinked.

Focused.

Barely.

“He spoke to me.”

Aeron’s face hardened.

“Who?”

“The knight.”

“What did he say?”

Her throat tightened.

“He called me Warden.”

Silence.

Then—

She said the words she hated.

“He said the Hollow King sent his first knight.”

The temperature in the room dropped.

Kaelen went still.

Brown eyes.

No wolf.

No ancient aura.

And yet—

Something primal inside him reacted.

His breathing changed.

Instinct.

Predator.

Protector.

Even without memory.

He asked quietly:

“Why do I feel like that name should terrify me?”

Aeron answered flatly.

“Because it should.”

Another explosion rocked the palace.

The south tower trembled.

Stone cracked.

Kaelen moved toward the door.

Elara caught his wrist.

“No.”

He stopped.

Looked at her.

Confused.

Concerned.

“What?”

“You can barely stand.”

“I can walk.”

“Barely.”

“I’m improving.”

She stared.

He stared back.

The bond flickered.

Warm.

Stubborn.

Annoyingly familiar.

Even amnesiac, he was impossible.

Elara crossed her arms.

“No heroic stupidity.”

Kaelen frowned.

“Do I normally do heroic stupidity?”

Aeron snorted.

“Yes.”

Elara answered simultaneously.

“Constantly.”

Kaelen blinked.

“...That feels insulting.”

Another boom.

The whole room shook.

No time.

Aeron grabbed a blade from the wall.

“Whether he remembers or not, we need to move.”

Kaelen frowned.

“You’re giving me a sword?”

Aeron stared.

“Brother.”

A pause.

“You slept with a sword.”

Kaelen blinked.

“...Concerning.”

“Deeply.”

They moved fast.

Out the chamber.

Into the corridor.

The Court was chaos.

Guards sprinting.

Nobles evacuating.

Magic alarms screamed in silver pulses along the walls.

At the far end—

The Regent strode toward them.

Calm.

Immaculate.

Naturally.

The only being in a collapsing palace who looked mildly inconvenienced.

He stopped before them.

Looked at Kaelen.

Then Elara.

Then Aeron.

Short silence.

Then—

“The south gate is breached.”

Elara swallowed.

“How?”

The Regent’s voice stayed even.

“One attacker.”

Silence.

Aeron stared.

“One?”

“Yes.”

“No army?”

“No.”

Kaelen frowned.

“That doesn’t sound possible.”

The Regent looked at him.

“It isn’t.”

Not reassuring.

At all.

Elara asked:

“What is he?”

The Regent’s eyes darkened.

“Not alive.”

Silence.

No.

No no.

“What does that mean?”

“He has no soul.”

The bond shuddered.

Kaelen stiffened.

No soul.

Wrong.

Impossible.

The Regent continued.

“He is animated hunger.”

Aeron’s grip tightened on his sword.

“One of the Hollow King’s chosen.”

A pause.

“A Hollow Knight.”

Kaelen frowned.

“I hate everything about those words.”

Elara muttered:

“Same.”

A scream echoed below.

Followed by steel.

Then silence.

Too much silence.

The Regent turned.

“We move.”

They reached the south balcony overlooking the main gate.

Elara looked down—

—and stopped breathing.

No.

No no.

Bodies.

Guards everywhere.

Dozens.

Motionless.

The gates had been blown inward.

Stone shattered.

Silver wards broken.

At the center stood the knight.

Still.

Unmoving.

Waiting.

Black armor covered him from head to toe, engraved with shifting runes that looked almost like mouths. Dark mist leaked from the seams. His helmet had no eye slits.

No eyes.

No face.

Only a smooth black mask.

In his hand—

A sword made of darkness.

Not metal.

Absence.

A blade shaped from void.

The knight slowly lifted his head.

Toward the balcony.

Toward them.

He knew exactly where they were.

The Regent’s voice lowered.

“He sees the bond.”

Elara’s blood froze.

Of course he did.

The knight raised his sword.

Pointed directly at Kaelen.

Silence.

Then the voice came again.

Inside everyone’s mind.

Cold.

Empty.

The broken wolf.

Kaelen froze.

Broken wolf?

No.

The knight continued.

Interesting.

The sword shifted slightly.

Now pointing at Elara.

The Warden.

Then—

At both of them.

Incomplete. Yet dangerous.

The bond flared violently.

The knight could read it.

No.

No no.

Aeron snarled.

“Enough.”

He vaulted the balcony.

Straight down.

Idiot.

Absolute idiot.

“Elara!” Kaelen shouted.

Too late.

Aeron landed hard in the courtyard.

Blade raised.

Golden eyes blazing.

Brother fury.

War fury.

“You want someone?”

He leveled his sword.

“Take me.”

The knight tilted his head.

Studying him.

Then—

Spoke.

Brother of the wolf.

A pause.

Secondary prey.

Aeron grinned.

Humorless.

“Rude.”

Then he attacked.

Fast.

Beautifully fast.

Even weakened from yesterday, Aeron moved like lightning.

Steel flashed.

Strike—

The knight moved.

Once.

A tiny step.

Aeron’s blade missed.

Impossible.

He spun.

Second strike.

Third.

Fourth.

Nothing.

The knight avoided every blow with microscopic movements.

Not fast.

Precise.

Too precise.

Elara’s stomach dropped.

No wasted motion.

No emotion.

Just perfect calculation.

Aeron attacked again—

The knight moved.

One slash.

Just one.

Aeron barely blocked.

The impact exploded.

BOOM.

Shockwave.

Aeron flew backward across the courtyard.

Crashed through stone.

Blood sprayed.

Elara screamed.

“AERON!”

Kaelen stopped thinking.

No memory needed.

Brother.

Instinct.

He vaulted the balcony.

Ignoring pain.

Ignoring weakness.

Ignoring everything.

“Elara, no—” the Regent began.

Too late.

Kaelen landed beside Aeron.

Unsteady.

Sword raised.

Brown eyes locked on the knight.

No ancient wolf.

No magic.

Just Kaelen.

The knight studied him.

Still.

Then—

For the first time—

It laughed.

A horrible sound.

Metal scraping bone.

Pathetic.

Kaelen’s grip tightened.

His instincts screamed.

Outmatched.

Badly.

The knight took one step forward.

Without the wolf...

Another step.

You are nothing.

Silence.

The words landed.

Something inside Kaelen stirred.

Not memory.

Not magic.

Anger.

Cold anger.

He looked at the knight.

Then said, very quietly—

“No.”

The knight stopped.

Interesting.

Kaelen’s breathing steadied.

The bond with Elara surged.

Warm.

Strong.

Alive.

Not magic.

Connection.

Choice.

Love.

His brown eyes sharpened.

No wolf.

Just will.

He lifted his sword.

And spoke.

“No.”

A pause.

“I don’t remember who I was.”

The knight stood still.

Listening.

“I don’t remember what I could do.”

Another pause.

“I don’t remember what I lost.”

His grip tightened.

“But I know this.”

He glanced briefly at Aeron.

Then up toward Elara.

Then back.

His voice became steel.

“If you threaten them...”

Silence.

The bond exploded with fierce warmth.

“...you’ll discover I don’t need memory to kill you.”

The knight went silent.

Then—

Something unexpected happened.

The black armor trembled.

No.

Not fear.

Recognition.

It whispered:

Impossible.

Silence.

That voice...

The knight staggered.

Just slightly.

Its helmet tilted.

As if hearing something impossible.

Then—

A flash.

Inside Kaelen’s mind.

Violent.

Sharp.

A memory fragment slammed into him.

Snow.

Blood.

A battlefield.

Him—

Facing black-armored soldiers.

One kneeling.

Begging.

A human voice screaming:

Please—!

The memory vanished.

Kaelen screamed.

Dropped to one knee.

Head splitting.

No.

No no.

The knight staggered backward.

Its sword lowered.

Its mental voice changed.

No longer empty.

Shaken.

Almost... human?

No...

Silence.

No...

The knight stared at Kaelen.

At his face.

At his eyes.

At his voice.

Then spoke words that stunned everyone.

Commander...?

Silence detonated.

Elara stopped breathing.

Aeron froze.

The Regent went still.

No.

No no.

Commander?

The knight took another unsteady step.

Its blade dropped.

Voice trembling.

Impossible.

It cannot be...

Kaelen lifted his head.

Blood at his temple.

Pain everywhere.

His voice shook.

“What...”

The knight whispered—

Not as monster.

As someone remembering.

You trained me.

Silence.

Absolute silence.

Kaelen stared.

The knight raised a trembling hand—

And slowly removed its helmet.

Elara
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