

    
        
          Shadow And Light: The Truth Unraveling

        

        
        
          The Emerald and Mist series, Volume 0.5

        

        
        
          Hanna B.H

        

        
          Published by Hanna B.H, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SHADOW AND LIGHT: THE TRUTH UNRAVELING

    

    
      First edition. September 4, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Hanna B.H.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232791704

    

    
    
      Written by Hanna B.H.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter 38:Aurora

Chapter 39: Aurora

Chapter 40:Aurora

Chapter 41: Louis

Chapter 42: Aurora

Chapter 43: Aurora

Chapter 44: Aurora

Chapter 45: Louis

Chapter 46: Aurora

Chapter 47: Aurora

Chapter 48: Louis

Chapter 49: Louis

Chapter 50: Aurora

Chapter 51: Louis

Chapter 52: Aurora

Chapter 53: Louis

Chapter 54: Aurora

Chapter 55: Louis

Chapter 56: Aurora

Chapter 57: Aurora

Chapter 58: Aurora

Chapter 59: Aurora

Chapter 60: Louis

Chapter 61: Aurora

Master:

Chapter 62: Aurora

Chapter 63: Aurora

Chapter 64: Louis

Chapter 65: Aurora

Chapter 66: Louis

Chapter 67: Aurora | ‘Can a heart still break once it stops beating?’

Epilogue 1: Louis

Epilogue 2: Aurora

Epilogue 3:



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For those who never thought there could be light after such darkness.
This book is for you. 

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 38:Aurora

[image: ]


My vision was a cascade of light and darkness. I couldn’t distinguish them anymore.

Black.

Then white.

Black.

Black.

And a blinding white.

And the cycle went on and on. It never stopped. It never ended. I couldn’t tell if it was daylight or night.

I couldn’t understand if the time in here flew that fast. As if hours collided with seconds and became one. Or maybe they never did. Maybe it was my wild imagination. Or maybe it was me who failed to figure them out because my mind withered away.

My shoulder didn’t seem to be able to hold my own head. As if it was a pack of heavy stones that were close to crumble and fall to the ground. The kind of headache that was similar to having a blade immerse into your flesh.

Okay perhaps I was exaggerating, but it sure as hell was painful. If I managed to count to twenty this time, maybe I could finally recall my senses. The other time I reached fifteen, I was able to hear my own breath escaping my lungs.

And then maybe, maybe this time I could be lucky enough to sense my own limbs and skin.

Was I dead? I wasn’t sure.

However, it didn’t matter, because Aurora Rynn always cheated death. And she had never once been caught.

And definitely wouldn’t be the last.

Even if it meant escaping the claws of the afterlife.

And then I started counting.

One.

Two.

Three.

A shot of pain filled my inside , as if my organs were about to melt in any second.

I still didn’t know where I was.

Still never able to open my goddamn eyes.

Four.

Five.

Six.

Seven, eight,nine.

My thoughts were loud and clear in my mind but I was never able to project them.

As if my mouth was sealed , my body and soul along with it.

Ten.

Eleven.

Twelve.

I was burning, as if thrown into the gate of hell. Blood boiled in my veins , about to burst and explode. I wanted to scream. I needed to scream. I wanted to cry. I needed to cry.

But I couldn’t. My tongue felt heavy, it might have been carrying mountains.

Thirt—een.

Fourteen.

Fifte—en.

My ears seemed to identify my ragged breaths, the rise and fall of my chest. Which was step one toward success.

My heart caved, the fever taking control over my senses.

I was having a fever.

And the worst one of the kind.

The symptoms, I knew them.

If I could just focus my mind, I would find out what was happening to me.

No.

I couldn’t waste my energy on that right now.

I just needed to wake up from this hell.

Sixteen.

Seventeen.

My head went through a thousand directions.

The flames were consuming me, I wasn’t sure if it was still the

fever or I was being thrown into a volcano.

But I was close—I needed to open my eyes. I needed to see

where I was.

Before I die.

Eighteen.

Nineteen.

Tik, tok, tik, tok.

The sound went over and over again. And suddenly my mind seemed to find its own place in my head.

Then a ringing that came from outside of my box reached me, making me vibrate.

I—vibrated.

A ringing of a clock.

I could feel my body. My sore—body.

My eyes—I needed to open my eyes.

I couldn’t move, I still couldn’t speak.

My eyelids were heavy but I forced myself to gather the tiny bit of strength left in me.

Twenty.

Twenty—one.

Open your goddamn eyes Aurora!

My insides twisted, a silent scream bloomed from a throat that couldn’t be heard by anybody except for me.

My whole body trembled , and I didn’t know if the reason was the fire burning within me or the pain that made me its prey.

The small light slithered into my pupils, boiling my eye veins like acid, but I gritted my teeth against the pain.

I won’t break.

I won’t break.

I won’t break.

My eyes opened.

My vision was blurry as if mist surrounded my sight. But there was darkness. The darkness that made it hard to distinguish your own self in it. The terrifying one that could swallow you without you even noticing.

My heart began to race.

I froze, my eyes unfocusing, there was something wrong with me. There was something wrong with me and I could feel myself losing it.

I forced the light into my eyes , trying to catch anything of

where I was. How I ended up here.

What happened?

A glimpse of stoned walls came into my blurry sight. And there was something cold under me, as if I was sitting on ice.

I was sitting.

On the ground that is freezing in contradiction with my burning skin.

I released a shaky breath, one that had been stuck in my lungs for skies knew how much.

And then, the ache soared back to me again, spearing me with a shocking, insufferable pain. My senses collided together, having me gasp for air. I couldn’t breathe. Too quick. It was too quick, I couldn’t make sense of it. I shivered, I melted, I wanted to escape my own skin.

I tried to move but I couldn’t, I was paralyzed, my body betraying me.

I shook, every single cell in me, wildfire in my chest. Too unbearable I couldn’t handle it.

My eyes, they were tearing but I didn’t know if they were tears or blood. Maybe the latest, because I tasted the sweet sour texture reaching my lips. My lips that shivered uncontrollably.

Hell. I’ve reached hell.

My thoughts slipped through my fingers like smoke, and I vanished—inside my own pain.

⚔️

A gasp escaped my throat as something cold and terribly freezing washed over me.

I could feel my skin twisting, not able to hold me anymore. My heart drummed in my chest, the air slowly snaking away, leaving me breathless.

My eyes flew wide open, but my vision was filled with mist and darkness and blinding light all at once. I almost smiled out of relief, that I was finally able to open my eyes and feel my limbs.

But I was struck with a shudder of pain and fire, realizing the fever never left me, in fact, it became worse because of the cold water that was spilled on me.

Cold water?

I forced my eyes open to try to examine my surroundings throughout the burning of my skin.

“Keep her alive,” an unfamiliar voice reached my senses, making me go stiff despite the shivers.

I tried to keep my cool, forcing the panic to wither away and leave space for my senses.

Every part of me was storming, like a never ending hurricane. I didn’t know if I was hallucinating , or maybe losing my mind, or perhaps I had already been on my way toward the afterlife. I wasn’t sure.

But the only thing I was certain of was the fact that I was dying. My head ached in a way that made the world too loud, too bright, too much. It was too much. My flesh felt like the sun settled in my bones, burning deep from inside and out.

For a moment, after the cold water met my skin, everything stopped, the pain and all. But now, the heat retreated again, a force that once was set down but now breathed with force, writhing, restless, alive.

I needed to focus but my senses mixed again, sight blurring then clearing then blurring again, ears going distant, sometimes all I heard was murmurs, another only the heartbeat in my chest.

As if I was trapped in a nightmare.

I wanted to scream but even that burned.

Everything burned.

My heart burned.

Please—just don’t break.

Gather your strength.

Please.

But my body stopped listening, my mind unraveling into silence I couldn’t fight.

⚔️

The sky was blue. Infinite. Unending. Peaceful. Clouds drift across it, feather light, slowly moving like a bunch of candy swimming in icy waters.

My gaze drifted toward the free land in front of me, spacious and green and alive, like a touch of the heavens , or a painting like the ones my father painted. My father, he turned to look at me from a far away distance.

“Aurora!,” he called, “we found the blueberries you were craving. Come and look!”

I smiled. The kind of effortless smile that carried nothing but genuine and complete joy, one that I forgot about.

Forgot about?

Why would I forget about such a thing?

“My Aurora!,” Mother’s voice pulled me out of my long daydream. Chasing away a strange tightness in my chest.

“Why are you gazing like that? Come and join us!”

Join them?

The sun’s blaze reached my eyes, so I lifted my hand, its r by ays slipping through the cracks between my fingers.

This was a dream.

I realized.

A beautiful dream that was likely to end in any second. But I didn’t want it to end. I wanted to just stay here. I wanted the time to take a halt right now. I didn’t want to wake up. I never want to wake up.

My father’s honey eyes found mine from a distance as he stretched a hand to me.

I wanted to take that hand. I wanted to never let go of it.

Tears streaked my face, a silent surrender to everything I could’ve had but never did.

My lips curved upward as if carved from the quiet sorrow.

I could live here forever. I wouldn’t care if it was an illusion, or a dream, or a nightmare.

Here, where I knew no pain but only the people I loved by my side.

And with that my feet moved, body taking me to a hope that was likely to fade.

I walked, trying to reach that stretched hand, memorizing those beautiful features of those I loved.

And with each word, I realized that the line between this world and the other was getting thinner.

I was relieved.

Maybe it was the end.

And I was glad this was the end.
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I sucked in air, throat dry, heat crashing against my ribs as a sharp sting bloomed across my cheek, cutting through the darkness like a blade of fire, feeling as if my jaw dislocated.

Shivers ran down my spine and skin, like a moth eating my flesh and bones, from the strike. Or perhaps, it wasn’t because of it.

My teeth clattered uncontrollably, a small whimper escaping my lips that I couldn’t recognize, couldn’t feel. My head shook as I moved it toward the ceiling that soared high above, navy polished with cracks that bloomed in it, making someone question why it didn’t fall any time until now. Small glimpses of light snaked through it, casting shadows across the walls.

The walls. Stone made, with unrecognizable carvings, and cracks spiderwebbed along the surface, glowing faintly, or perhaps my imagination. It was dark, void and terrifying, and the air carried a mixture—scent of dust and—blood.

My head jerked as I caught the sound of creeping footsteps getting closer, the movement was so rough and quick my mind started spinning, allowing the pain another entrance to my core. But it wasn’t just pain this time, it was the cold that crippled me.

Why was this place so cold? Where am I even?

I was glad that I regained a part of my consciousness, but I still didn’t have control over myself, my senses were still betraying me. I shivered, not from the surface but from deep in my core.

There was something wrong with me, I figured that out. As if my body was not mine anymore. Each breath came out like trembling clouds. The chills wrapped around my spine, until my thoughts felt brittle. I tried to move, dizziness  crippling like an enemy, but I couldn’t.

My hands, I realized, they were shackled. My limbs felt heavy, my body just a hollow weight. And if before I couldn’t recognize my own skin, now I could only move my eyes, nothing more. Which was a success.

But I wasn’t very glad. Not when I heard footsteps taking a halt from a far away distance. My head was too limp, moving to the direction felt like eternity. But I needed to pay attention to my surroundings, I needed to figure out what the hell was going on.

And why I was like this.

The last thing I remember was—the carriage.

My mind was blank.

It struck without warning, a sudden snap of agony that stole my breath away.

The effort of thinking was exhausting itself.

And the frozen blood circling my veins had done nothing but

make things worse. Someone took a few steps closer and I stiffened, the wanting to raise my head up and look at the one who made me like this sent a storm of rage and fury into my core.

The stranger lowered down to reach my level, head tilting slowly as he extended a hand to reach me. I wanted to spit in his face, but that required effort, and I had none of that. So I choked as I lifted my eyes slowly, closing them for a second to clear the view as I reopened them again.

For a second , my heart froze, seizing and folding in on itself like it couldn’t bear the weight, the weight of the person who stood before me. The cold that curled and sunk into my skin battled with the burning rage of my soul.

My lips trembled, hands shaking and turning into fists behind me. “Y—ou.”

Long dark hair to the shoulder.

A scar from above his brow down his eye.

His smile was devilish, diabolical, curved like a blade.

“Hello, shadow. Long time no see.”
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Ignis.

I grit my teeth despite the pain surging in my veins. I shouldn’t show any weakness.

I should be strong.

“ What—,” my words came out of breath, “the hell are you doing—Ignis?”

He released a small chuckle , his dirty breath , a mixture of nasty alcohol and cigarettes, felt like a slap on my face.

My whole body shivered , but I lifted my chin slightly, not faltering. I wouldn’t waver, not in front of this bastard.

“Don’t waste your breath, my dear,” he said with a fake gentle tone, his hoarse tone dagger to my ear.

“You will need them.”

“The hell does that even mean?” I burst out, but it hit me in the gut, a violent tremor of pain like thunder in my bones, shushing me.

More footsteps echoed in the back, and I didn’t have the energy to look up to see who was coming.

My whole body was sore and effortless, completely vulnerable and easy to break. I hated it.

My hands were tied but even if I wanted to tear the ropes , I wouldn’t be able to. My body was completely and utterly plagued.

“He still hasn’t uttered a single word, Ignis,” an unfamiliar man said, and Ignis burst into dark laughter. His tone made me sick to the stomach.

“Really?” he said, between laughs. “Of course he hasn’t.”

His eyes—eye—snapped to meet mine.

“That’s not a problem, our darling Aurora will tell us everything like a good girl, isn’t that right?”

“You—fucker,” I breathed, blood reaching my head, “what the hell are you doing? Untie—Untie me.”

His ragged hand reached my cheek, and I fought in disgust, eyes storming with rage.

“Told you to gather your breaths—didn’t I?”  his black eyes collided with mine, evil dropping like poison from them.

“Ignis,” I said, closing my eyes to gather my thoughts, confusion eating me from the inside.

“Ignis you are making me lose my shit. Answer me!”

He rolled his eyes, his hand leaving my skin, I was almost relieved, before he opened his mouth and said.

“You’re no fun.”

He then turned his head to the man who was standing before him, sending him a nod that I caught between half clear sight and dark clouds coming and going from before me.

I think I might pass out soon.

But I had to hold myself together.

I needed to hold myself together.

The man who was standing behind him moved and disappeared in the shadows, and I was left with him.

The thought somehow still sent a feeling of unease down my core. Even after all this time.

I forced myself to speak, ignoring the slight tremble of my voice, and the freezing cold running in my veins.

“ Speak. What does Master—want? Why— is he doing this”

“More and more and more questions!” he yelled as he stood to his feet, now unable to look at him closely. But I managed to keep my cool.

He then dropped, kneeling before me, his nostrils flaring.

“How about I ask questions now, shadow.”

“I don’t answer to no one but Master,” my voice was lethally calm. “So if this was an order from him, then show me the proof and I will speak.”

A wild fractured laugh burst from his throat , throwing his head back, and I swallowed.

“You never changed. Still as prideful as always.” He stopped laughing.

“It is making me sick.”

“You lost your mind,” I said, glaring at him. “ He doesn’t know about any of this, does he? Does he!”

He suddenly pulled out a dagger from under his coat, the silver blade shimmered under the slithering moonlight through the cracks , before pressing it against my shivering throat.

“I ask questions here, shadow. And unless you want your pretty face to get out unscathed when they find your body sinking in a nearby lake, you have to answer my questions.”

What is he thinking?

I need to untie myself.

But my legs wouldn’t move. My hands wouldn’t stir. As if whatever was inside me crippled them.

I cursed in my mind.

My eyes suddenly widened at the realization.

Louis.

Where is Louis?

“The prince,” I said, keeping my cool. “Where is he?”

He barked out a laugh, almost as if my question seemed like a funny joke to him when I was dead serious.

“What did you do Ignis?,” I tried to move but all I got was pain shackling my every bone.

My heart was beating in my throat.

“You’re worried about the little prince, Shadow?” His little gasp made my mind go in a spiral.

“You’re making a huge mistake,” my tone rose, “you’re playing with fire and you will burn us all.”

He played with the dagger, caressing my face with the sharp end of the blade, slowly moving with an agonizing grin over his face.

“Me?”

He moved the dagger closer, closer he was getting toward my eye.

“Me playing with fire?”

I swallowed, my fingers dancing around the iron chains, but doing nothing. I needed to correct this situation. This was never part of my plan. Ignis was never part of this plan.

He was getting closer, a hair away from my left eye.

My body betrayed me, dead, as if forgot how to live. If I could just snatch that dagger and bury it in his throat. If I could—

I didn’t flinch as he almost gouged my eye, pointing the dagger at my pupil.

“You—Shadow!,” his voice roared around the place, “you burned us all when you betrayed Master!”

My chest rose and fell, as I sat still, unable to move, never stirring my head, or I would lose my eye.

I—what?

“What?” The question rose like a whisper, lost between my ragged breaths.

I didn’t know how I was able to stay awake until now. My skin, mirrored by the dagger, as blue as the spring’s sky, as if blood froze in my veins.

“You had gone soft, shadow,” his lips curled, making me want to puke.

“You thought that I was stupid didn’t you?” his tone was mad, frustration between each word , “you thought I didn’t figure that out?”

He suddenly pulled the dagger away, getting on his feet again, and roaming the ground. I was breathing fast, as if air ran out of my lungs. And the dizziness was back again. My throat felt dry, burning.

“This is nonsense—,” I whispered. And then came the cough, sudden and sharp, tearing its way up from my throat. I crumpled slightly as a taste of iron bloomed in my mouth, hot and bitter. Blood splattered against my clothes—my now torn off dress. I coughed and more blood poured, as if my organs were being cut and unraveled with each breath. I was unable to breathe.

I gasped, head swung backward as I coughed more and more.

“What—,” a cough, “ did you do—to me?”

I shook, blood dripping from my mouth and eyes, ones that I mistook for tears.

“Oh no—,” he furrowed a brow as he brushed strands of hair off my forehead, allowing me a clear view of the scar I engraved in his face.

“You are smarter than this, shadow. You should’ve figured it out by now.”

I twisted, and jolted, silencing a tornado of screams and drowning them in my chest.

Blood streaked cough.

Numbness.

Lightheadedness.

Illusions and lucid dreams.

Rapid heartbeats.

Paralysis.

The unusual up and down of the body heat in a short period of time.

“Nightbane,” I whispered, eyes digging a hole in his face.

His eyes lit up, teeth flashing as he burst, clapping both hands. “Finally. I told you to keep your breath.”

His other hand slid slowly until it reached my throat, his grip tightening it grasped the last breath in my lungs.

“Now tell me where the starlight is.”
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Son of a bitch.

My breathing hitched as I watched the blood fall down my forehead and stomach.

That hurt. It didn’t look fun anymore.

I thought they were some bunch of street thieves that spotted a rich man walking and wanted to squeeze riches out of him.

Even though kidnapping and drugging were too much.

But I was wrong. They didn’t look like stupid thieves. And they didn’t see me as a stupid rich man.

They wanted the starlight. And the rest of the relics.

The thought made me chuckle darkly, but a cough quickly made its way to my throat, silencing me.

They were a problem.

I didn’t remember how long I’d been in this position, maybe forever. My hands both tied on either side with unbreakable irony chains that sunk into my skin, my flesh almost folding over it. My legs were tied too. I looked ridiculous. It might take me a while to heal the wounds. Unfair.

My jaw clenched , muscles tightening as the venom waved and danced with my blood, crushing with my bones, sticking in my veins and plaguing my skin. It didn’t take a genius to realize that these fuckers poisoned me. And the worst of the kind.

I should’ve been dead after exactly two days of being exposed to it. But I didn’t. Whoever was behind this trap didn’t want me dead, in fact, he made it clear to give me a droplet of the antidote once in a while just to keep my heart beating and the air circling my lungs. I realized that between my never ending journey of gaining consciousness and losing it only after a couple of hours.

And whenever I opened my eyes, an unfamiliar new man with a black fabric wrapped around his mouth and nose was standing before me.

Just like this one.

I grinned although the movement stole the strength from me, and stared into a blue eyed man with dark hair made into a bun.

He didn’t look young, didn’t look old too, hence the new wrinkles that started blooming around his eyes.

“You pervert,” I said, my lips curving into a smile, “Not only did you guys undress me but also staring at me weirdly.”

The guy hopped on his feet, hands turning into fists.

“For the record,” I added. “I like women.”

A fist slammed into my jaw, knocking the sense out of me. I laughed, my head tilting backward, spitting blood that bloomed in my mouth onto the ground.

“You keep your mouth shut,” the man spoke, his spit washing over my face I grimaced.

“But you were begging me to open my mouth earlier—,” I said, but the sudden pang in my chest stole the breath out of my

lungs.

“Where is the starlight?” he asked, gritting his teeth, eyes shooting daggers.

My smile dropped, body stiffening. These people knew about the starlight, and they knew that I knew about it. They knew that I was looking for it, or perhaps, knew that I found where it was. Where they were.

But only me, Aurora and Mathew knew.

Aurora.

“Where is the lady who was with me?,” I asked, and he recognized the shift in my voice.

I could see the grin behind the dark fabric without having to tear it from his face as he said.

“You should worry only about yourself, prince, don’t you think?”

Prince.

So they knew who I was.

Yet they still made this huge mistake.

If they had done anything to her—no—if they had even touched a strand of her hair.

“Who sent you?,” I said, pinning him with a glare as my jaw locked.

“Where is the starlight?” he took a daring step closer, lifting his chin in an intimidating way.

“You fuckers,” I said, a chuckle escaping my mouth, “you have no clue what you’ve gotten yourselves into.”

He answered with a mocking smile of his own, and I felt it. The rage storming with the poison deep inside of me. Growing slowly it had my whole body tense.

My hands gripped the chains caging my wrists, pulling it forward with the amount of force left in my body. My eyes roamed around the place, which was dark, but a few light candles gleamed in each corner.

My gaze drifted, analyzing where I was. The place was closed, more like a secluded  cave, but not really. My back was three inches away from a wall, where small cracks snaked air through them, reaching my skin. It wasn’t underground, hence the light that seeped in, and the air that escaped inside. An old castle perhaps, or—

A tower.

I wasn’t sure if it was an illusion or a reality, but I remembered I heard the sound of a clock and the ringing of a bell. A huge bell.

That meant we were still in Aosta. In the midnight tower that was located behind the Oeresya graveyard far from the heart of the city and more into the forest.

“You want it the hard way, prince,” the blue eyed man said, and I lifted my eyes toward him. “As you wish.”

Ah. I did anger him, didn’t I?

His back was turned on me, but I didn’t miss the irony stick he drowned in the small fire igniting before me in the corner. He wasn’t scared of me. So was the man before him, and the other, and the other. He wasn’t the only one who paid me a very lovely visit. Nor would it be the last. That if I didn’t free myself soon enough and twisted their necks.

However, these chains weren’t helping at all. Nor was this damned fever that played with my senses.

I was strong, I didn’t deny that. But not as strong as to pull them from the damned stones of the walls just that easily. And with a poisoned body.

What an insufferable situation.

The man turned his head to me, allowing me a clear view of his glimmering eyes that ignited with bloody revenge. He took a few steps closer to me, carrying the flaming stick like a trophy.

“I will ask again,” he warned. “Where is the starlight?”

“Who sent you,” I said, “ if you answer honestly, I might consider giving you a quick death later on. Maybe not pull your intestines and roll it around your neck to strangle you with it—”

My eyes burned as the stick collided with my skin, tearing through my flesh like a beast, shooting fire inside of me. I gritted my teeth, silencing a roar that wanted to tear its way through my throat.

The man’s grin grew wider, as if savoring the pain he inflicted on me. My body tensed , palms clinching over the chains so tightly they might bleed.

Fury curled within me along with the fire in my stomach , about to melt my skin. I fought, the chains crippling my movements slapping against each other.

“I should ask you again now,” the man said, the stick finally leaving my stomach. “Where is the starlight.”

My chest heaved, my insides suddenly twisting and curling as if about to burst out.

Nightbane seemed to be stimulated because of the heat, which made things worse.

Fuck.

My muscles gave out, sweat dripping down my forehead as I tried to keep my breathing rhythmic. I needed to stay alive to bring hell upon them.

My eyes opened slightly, trailing to the new scar I earned.

“Ah, shit,” I breathed, my head tilting backward.

“Are you willing to talk right now?,” the man admired his work of art.

I coughed, blood dripping off my mouth, before shooting him a grin. “I hope the ladies would still find this attractive.”

The man’s brows furrowed, eyes reddening with rage as he spit out. “Crazy fool.”

Before turning his back and grabbing the irony stick again from the corner, surging toward me with a river of curses.

“Let’s see if you will still be smiling after I ruin your pretty face with it—”

“Enough,” a voice rough and deep echoed with the sound of lazy footsteps echoing in the walls.

I turned my head slowly, the movement stole a breath from my lungs. The blue eyed man backed away from me with disdain in his expression, then lowered the irony stick.

A strange man appeared from the shadows, his hands were tucked in the pockets of a pair of leather pants.

He took a few steps closer, allowing me a view of similar leather jacket and boots, and a dark hair that cascaded until it reached his shoulders. I focused my attention, trying to take a better look at him despite my misty vision. And once he stepped into the small light of the lanterns hanging on each side of the walls, I caught a glimpse of his dark eyes, but one carried a scar from the middle of his forehead until it reached his eye, then fell to his cheekbone.

The only man who wasn’t hiding his face.

“I heard our prince isn’t helping us at all,” he gave me a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

I didn’t like this man at all.

I furrowed a brow, my eyes scanning his features.

He was the first man to come up without hiding anything, unlike the previous ones with hoods and masks and fabrics.

I wasn’t stupid not to realize that he was the leader of this trope.

Fun.

I watched as he took fine steps closer to me, my gaze fixed on his scar, which he didn’t seem to like it that much as his lips twitched, then coughing before lifting his eyes to meet my stare.

“You have something that we want,” he said calmly, before tucking his fingers inside his pockets, grabbing something. “Or an information that we want.”

He released a shiny ring off his pocket. And my eyes quickly snapped to it. My ring. Orla’s ring.

“And you have something of mine,” I said, gaze piercing him.

My jaw clicked as I cursed myself for being unthoughtful , leaving something just as dangerous and wicked in the hands of strangers. Or enemies.

He flashed his teeth as he smiled, the scent of smoke and untasteful drink washing over me.

“You’re a wicked one, I see. Of course you are.”

He threw the ring in the air like it meant nothing then clutched it quickly in a swift move, then hiding it in his jacket’s pocket this time.

“Louis Archer, heir to the throne and Polvris’ sword.”

My back went rigid as I kept my gaze locked with his, unyielding.

“And yet here you are, making the foolish mistake of getting in my way.”

He laughed darkly, as if the whole situation amused him , but didn’t fail to catch the small twitch of the vein in his temple.

“You’d make such a profit , isn’t that right Mac?”

He gave a slight look of a shoulder to the blue eyed man behind me—Mac—apparently was his name. I’d remember it very well.

Mac chuckled , his eyes darting to the ground before quickly falling on me.

“A million pieces of gold,”  the scarred man said.

“Or perhaps two.”

The conversation almost made me laugh, but my organs were already on their way to turn into dust for me to do that.

“You could walk out of here safe and sound,” he said, running a hand through his hair, “ you just need to say where the starlight and the rest of the relics are, and we will be on our way.”

I laughed, my shoulders rising and falling with the movement, and I didn’t know if it was the poison’s effect or the audacity of this man.

“I see. So someone had been keeping a very close eye on us this whole time, knowing damn well about the starlight. And he sent you, a bunch of bastards, to squeeze the information out of us. Wait—”

I lifted my head, tilting it as I eyed the scarred—man.

“Don’t tell me it was you, fucker, who had been following us the whole time.”

And I thought I was crazy.

The stables in Sunstone. The forest. The jewelry shop in Aosta.

I wasn’t smiling anymore.

“Who sent you, hm?”

“The devil,” he said, unsheathing a knife from his belt as he pressed it against my throat, his grip tightening as I felt the blade sinking slightly into my skin.

“So you better answer the damn question”

“I won’t say a single word, bastard. So unless you don’t want to regret this later, I say back off,” the warning came lethal, colder than steel but just as deadly.

A choking sound spilled from his mouth, raw and manic, the knife vibrated under his hand but still aiming precisely and lethally.

“You think this is some joke to you,” he ran the other hand through his hair for what seemed to be the hundredth time.

“You both think I’m playing around.”

Both.

“You think I wouldn’t kill you right here and right now—”

His scar seemed to glimmer more under the light, somehow taking a crimson shade, as if his madness stimulated it.

“You think I’d care if you’re the prince—”

The knife sunk deeper, droplets of blood dripping down my skin.

“That’s why the bitch betrayed us. Because she was more than eager to stay with a charming prince. That’s why she disoriented her goal. Because of you—”

What?

My ears swallowed the words, letting them sink in. I closed my eyes, forcing my vision to stay clear.

What nonsense was he dropping?

The person he was talking about—betrayed him—them—to stay with a charming prince.

His words echoed in my mind, clinging like smoke, heavy and impossible to grasp.

The person he mentioned.

“Where is Aurora,” the emotion evaporated from my tone, sharp and measured, as my gaze pierced the man.

A couple of footsteps suddenly drifted away, swallowed by the silence etching in the place. Mac left.

I didn’t lower my gaze despite the dagger that tore its way in my throat, and the venom that coiled through my veins.

His eyes seemed to widen, but not out of fear. He was amazed.

“Funny how she asked me the same question too. Where is Louis? What did you do to him? Tell me where he is right now!”

My heart slammed in my chest, but I kept it buried under layers of ice and iron, holding my emotions behind a wall of frost.

“The bitch decided to abandon her loyalty for love,” he mumbled words that I couldn’t decipher, his eyes wide with shock and disbelief. The man was insane. And I understood nothing from what he was saying.

But the muscles in my jaw tightened and twisted at the insult he poured on her. The phantoms of cutting his tongue and throwing it to the dogs started clouding before me.

She abandoned her loyalty for the sake of love.

What loyalty was he talking about?

I grimaced as he pressed the dagger harder against my throat, discomfort setting over me.

“—All because of you—,” he sneered, dark eyes glaring at me with hatred.

“What did you do to her,” I spit out the words, my mind going through different directions.

He couldn’t have killed her right.

My vision seemed to blurry.

The fever burning more and more into my core.

He grinned, the scar above his brow and eye twisted like a snake, deepening.

“Oh, look at you—all worried and frantic. Did she bewitch you too?—”

I didn’t care about the dagger when my head slammed into his forehead with a brutal force, smashing his nose.

A sickening crack echoed off a bone that wasn’t mine, followed by a waver of the blade that earned me another scar all along my neck as the man stumbled backward, staggering, blood spattered against the stoned floor. The movement knocked a couple of senses left in me, my head jamming like drums and pain surging like a plague. The scarred man fumed, fury twitching his brows as he hurled with a curse, his hand flying in the air before burying the dagger in my flesh without me making sense of it.

I flinched, groaning as the steel went through my stomach , and a pool of blood poured down the floor.

The scarred man grinned, sniffing the blood from his nose as he watched mine, glory in his features.

The flesh around the dagger tightened, stretched thin and raw as it pulsed with every breath I took, my body shaking.

“Where—,” I coughed, “is she?”

“Petty,” he said, suddenly pulling the blade away it left me breathless, tearing through my skin like a snake.

“I should’ve killed her that day,” he muttered, erasing blood off his hand and wiping it with his clothes.

“I should have killed her when she was nothing but a small serpent, only sneering her fangs but never biting. But now she will doom us all.”

That day.

What is he talking about?

I groaned as a sharp sting shot through my body, making the sweat drop like rivers and colliding with the blood of the wound.

I didn’t even get to let the other ones heal for god’s sake.

“What do you mean the other day?,” I asked, my mind circling and searching for a way to free myself from this.

He snorted, almost as if the memory was funny for him but at the same time I didn’t miss the way his jaw clenched slightly.

“The day she seduced me like a devil. Her eyes were dark and consuming, sparkling and fiery as if flames were ignited in them.”

His words cut me like ice shards, digging deep into my skin more than the dagger ever did.

My hands turned into fists, cold ice settling in me, sharpening every breath I took.

“She still held that fire in her eyes,” he said, “still threatening to kill me. As if the scar she engraved in my face was never enough.”

My chest caught, heart twisting into an unbearable knot. I could barely move, could barely think. I swallowed hard, eyes piercing him as he talked, more to himself than me.

“And now she decided to betray us by running away with the relics, with you.”

“Fucker,” my voice trembled with rage, veins pumping in my neck and temple, I could feel them about to burst out. “Forget about easy death. I will tear you apart.”

“She said that too, you know,” he said, a small smirk on his mouth, “when I had my hand wrapped around her throat.”

Rage twisted in my chest like a living thing, and my breathing fastened, fueled by the burning anger from his words.

My mind didn’t help at all. Not when it displayed all sorts of images of the green eyed woman that I had no clue was alive or not, or what she had been through. I knew I had never known her at all. Except for those small opening ups she threw on me in moments of anger, or when I pressured her into confessing.

These people knew her, this man had a history with her. I couldn’t imagine the horrible things left unsaid, the ones he inflicted on her. The ones she was obligated to endure to the point of ending up leaving a scar in him because of them.

She seduced him, he said.

I didn’t buy such a thing.

Fury burned like acid, the chains dancing alongside with my protests to break free.

The man looked at least twice her age.

And the way he spoke about her, with such cruel gleam in his eyes. A predator’s gleam.

“She is a wicked thing. Playing people like fools just for her own gain. And I am done playing this game, just to ruin Master’s plan.”

Master?

The person who took care of her.

The person I was suspicious to the death of.

“And now,” his attention finally locked on me, as if remembering what the point was of all this. “You are going to tell me where the starlight is or else you’re dying alongside her.”

My mouth burst into a sea of blood, the sight of it made my head spin, as if my brain was slowly withering each second.

Ah. I stayed awake for way too long, it was a surprise I was still seeing people instead of stars in the bright daylight.

My heartbeats seemed to slow this time instead of quicken, which wasn’t a great sign.

I think I’m dying.

The scarred main lifted his hand, and the way my eyes followed the movement added more pain into my body.

A small crystal bottle danced between his fingers like a trophy, a green black liquid shimmered under the lantern’s light, blinding my sight.

The antidote.

“So,” he held it high for me to see but not enough to reach, his other hand carrying the dagger stained with my crimson blood, drawing closer to me, ready to strike again.

“Are you ready to talk? You’re walking on thin glass, princeling. Don’t make me spill more royal blood.”

“I will tell you where it is,” the words came out of breath, strangled and too low to be heard.

His eyes gleamed gloriously, as he leaned closer, eager to see his plan worked.

“Buried in the heavens where you won’t step foot in you son of a bitch.”

My bloodied laugh was mocking , my shoulders shivering as I watched his smile fall just as quickly as the thunder’s light.

I might be dying, but I wasn’t dumb. I went through all kinds of torture, enough to forge the young prince Louis Archer into Polvris’ sword. It was part of the training my father thought was needed for me to become what I was now. Apart from all types of physical training endured in the cold winter nights and in the deserts’ flames of Polvris, no matter if it were the camp programs with the rest of the soldiers or personally by the hands of Stefan Rachel. Good enough to make my skin turn into iron, and my blood storm with the venoms like a dance of serpents as if it were familiar with them.

But I was no man made of steel, clearly. Not when I watched the dagger slide into my flesh for what seemed to be the seventh time. But this one was different, the scarred man didn’t stop by just burying it and leaving it to sink with my blood, he wanted to make a bigger impact, a deadlier one, once and for all. And the dagger moved.

An agonized groan tore from my throat, my eyes burning as I felt it deep inside of me, twisting and folding and tearing through me.

My hands gripped the chains in chase of relief, my vision shattering between darkness and blinding light.

The weapon drew more blood than before, the sight so horrible I wondered if there was still blood left in my veins.

He stopped, eyes admiring his work. My gut told me it wasn’t his first time doing it, and the thought made my head spin. I was completely powerless. I couldn’t move, and couldn’t speak.

His hand slipped from the weapon to find my throat, his grip tightening and stealing the last breath from my lungs.

“Where. Is. It,” he spit out each word, his patience running out.

My head fell, energy sucked from every cell in my body.

“I said where is it!—”

His words were cut by a scream that tore from a throat that wasn’t mine. A scream that had my eyes opening in alarm. My soul shivering. And my heart slamming against my ribs.

A scream that echoed against the walls of this place and almost crumbled the stones that held it together.

Aurora.

She was alive. And she was screaming.

The scarred man turned his head in surprise, his jaw tightening.

“What—,” I breathed. “What did you do to her?”

He didn’t pay me a glance as he pulled the dagger from my skin, making me gasp for air, before taking his leave and mingling with the shadows.

My heart seemed to slow, chest turning into knots as my eyes fell to the ground.

I couldn’t hear anything, nothing from Aurora’s scream, or the hundred footsteps that seemed to storm and echo on the ground.

Agony flared, swallowing me whole.

Then the world spun, then the noise drained from the world , leaving only my last intake of air.

The last thing I felt was fire, then cold. Then I felt void.
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I can’t believe that I will die this pathetically.

I watched the knife as it surged into my skin cruelly, cutting through the fabric of what was left of my clothing.

Jasper twisted the knife, and a cry escaped my throat, making me shiver and gasp for air. I couldn’t believe what they were doing to me. As if taking revenge. As if they had been wanting to do this for a very long time. Savoring every cry of pain I produced.

“Remember what you did to me, Shadow?,” Jasper spit out, his dark hair falling on his eyes that gleamed with frustration. “When you pushed me down that hill five years ago. I almost got my head crushed against the stones. I almost died because of you. If it weren’t for Ignis, I would’ve been long gone—“

“That’s why you’re doing his dirty work. Following him around like a dog.”

“Shut your damned mouth,” the knife went deeper, and a choked sound clawed its way out of my mouth, uncontrollably, and Jasper smiled, enjoying the torment he inflicted on me.

I recognized them all. Ignis’ puppets. Every one of them buried an amount of hatred within their dark souls. There were six of them, those that my sight managed to catch. Each one of them paid me a visit, reminding me of how I crushed them like ants under my boots.

Master’s children. Or some of them.

They despised me for being more capable than them, for being his favorite assassin, the one who managed to do every single work given to her cleanly , and without any single flaw despite my young age. And they hated it. Because I was Master’s favorite child. They wanted to be me. And now they had their chance to ruin me.

Fury burned in my chest, my eyes darting to the sound of footsteps coming in my direction. And the devil of these demons appeared, carrying a dagger in his hand that I didn’t miss the bloody stain on it.

My heart jerked, my throat bobbing at the sight of it. Ignis’ eyes dropped to my bare stomach, catching the knife buried deep in it. A twitch of his lips followed it as his eyes dropped to my thigh, another wound dripping of blood raised his eagerness.

Jasper licked his ice blue lips, as he pulled the silver knife from my stomach. I silenced a whimper, my body shivering and my chest tightening. Sweat rolled down my forehead, like dew under fire, colliding with the blood of my swollen cheek and lips.

Ignis gave Jasper a tilt of a head, which Jasper took as a sign of backing away, leaving space for the beast to feast on its prey. I usually was the beast in these situations. But tables turned. And it wasn’t my lucky day.

Perhaps it would even be my last day.

The thought rang in the back of my head like a curse, and I wanted to silence it immediately. I couldn’t lose against Ignis.

Not him of all people. Not when I had so much to do.

Not when I didn’t fulfill the only thing that had been keeping me alive all these years.

I fought a tear that started gathering in my eye, forcing myself to stay calm and never break.

I won’t break.

I won’t break.

I won’t break.

I repeated the vow I made ten years ago again and again, as Ignis leaned closer, reaching my level.

“Where is the starlight, Aurora?”

“ I. Don’t. Know.”

I really didn’t.

“Liar!,” he slammed his hand against the wall behind me, with force I swore I heard the stones crumbling in my ear.

He told me that I betrayed Master, and that he figured out my whole plan. He was watching when I hesitated on killing the little girl. He was there when I told her to run away. He was there when Louis threw the dagger and buried it in my back.

He killed the little girl.

A frustrated tear fought to make a way in my eye, but I refused to let it fall.

He was watching every step I made.

I wondered if he also told him that I was the Shadow Assassin. Ignis said many things to me. Perhaps too many to Louis Archer.

He spoke about how I was going to give the prince of Polvris the starlight because I was blindly in love with him. He said that was why he had to step in, to correct my sin.

He was stalking us the whole time. And I was too blind to see it. I wondered how much he had seen.

And Louis was right the whole time.

“It was you in the forest,” my words were choked, almost unheard. “And in front of the jewelry shop.”

He flashed a half smirk, his hand moved slowly down my leg, the mere contact made my stomach turn.

I sneered, gritting my teeth as he reached my thigh where the wound landed. His finger pressed against my flesh, and a sharp sting ignited, blinding and relentless.

“Yes. And I had all the pleasure to witness you and that prince, wandering as you threw at him grins and looks that made me want to vomit.”

It was like being struck with a knife again, my vision swam, and I struggled to break free from him. But I couldn’t. I was too weak. Too vulnerable.

I wanted to kill him.

“What did he promise you in exchange? Did he tell you he’ll make you his queen, right after you kill his father?”

A furious tear ran down my cheek, as he pressed harder against the wound, drawing more blood, as if peeling through my flesh.

“Is that why you decided to betray Master?”

“My sincere apologies for crushing your dreams then, shadow,” he leaned closer, his nose almost grazing mine and I wanted to escape my own skin. “I think your prince is long gone by now.”

A flutter swallowed my chest, and my breath grew shallow.

What?

No, that can’t be.

A cold knot formed deep in my stomach, tightening with each beat of my heart.

“What was that?,” he tilted his head. “Is that worry in your face?”

The air thickened , turning heavy and cold to draw in. I shook my head, my hands turning into fists.

“He is not dead.”

“Oh he is. I didn’t give him the antidote, and he lost all the blood that ran in his veins.”

A hollow ache settled deep in my stomach, growing with every passing second, cooling tighter like a beast ready to strike me.

“And you will follow him too. That, if you don’t tell me where the starlight and the rest of the relics are.”

His words reigned in my head, scorching through my brain, tearing through my mind.

No, that can’t be.

It’s impossible.

I tasted bile as blood pounded in my ear, deafening my senses, and the ground under me seemed to shiver. Ignis’ laugh echoed in my psyche like a curse, unleashing his demons into my being.

“I—will kill you,” my voice trembled, the promise lingering in the air as my teeth scattered against each other they might shatter. My eyes burned, anger teared through every fabric of my being, fracturing my vision into shreds.

“I will tear open your throat—and I will cut you to pieces , and feed you your—own meat, you damned—bastard.”

“ The Shadow Assassin showed emotions,” his mocking grin sent me through spirals, my arms slamming against the wall behind my back, but unable to be free.

“Enough with your empty threats, Aurora,” his hand gripped my throat, squeezing the air from my lungs like a vice. The movement was so ruthless and brutal, as he mumbled some things that I couldn’t quite catch. He was asking about the starlight again.

And then his fingers tightened, making me want to sigh in relief. Maybe this was it. Maybe this was how I’d die.

So pathetically by the hands of a wicked bastard who was nothing compared to me.

My eyes stung , and I didn’t know if it were the tear that fell down or a droplet of blood disgraced with poison.

However, I knew that some part of me wished he’d just go through with it. Maybe I’d find peace when he just let me die.

Death stood in the corner, watching carefully as he mouthed.

Die, just die.

Die with your shame.

Die with your guilt.

Die with your sins.

Just die. Die. DIE.

And the last piece of me shattered, alongside with my soul.
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My head was pressed against the wall behind me, my hands still shackled, legs still chained. The nightmare wasn’t over.

Except I couldn’t seem to find the devil lurking before me, or any of his followers.

They must’ve grown sick of me. I thought.

The darkness fell like a blanket around me, only the lantern’s light my company. Suffocating my senses.

I wondered why I was still alive when I should’ve been dead long ago.

Louis was dead.

A pang crippled my chest, making me gasp for air. Because of me. Another person seemed to lose his life because of me.

I closed my eyes, anger burning like wild fire inside of me.

I was a curse. Everything I touched withered. Every part of me was damned. I was the embodiment of darkness and misfortune.

My parents died because of me. Trying to save me from skies knew what. And now—

My eyes burned, limbs crushing in a silent battle. My own body wouldn’t take me anymore.

“You’re weak. You care too much. You emotionalize things too much. That’s why you will always be the easy prey for your enemies.”

Master’s words were like a blade plunged in my chest. reminding me of the small child I once was.

He was an inconvenience. And people got rid of it without you even laying a finger. You should be grateful, shadow.

I could imagine Master saying those words to me.

He was
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