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​CHAPTER ONE
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PAIN.

IT RIPPLED through Kyren’s back, tearing apart flesh, ripping through bone and sinew with every strike. The makeshift whip slashed at him again and again, never wavering as it licked his skin, bringing agony to every inch that it kissed. 

Kyren clenched his jaw so tightly his teeth ached, but he refused to cry out. 

“Next time, bring the supplies to the kitchens not the pantries!” The overseer, a fat, balding man who sat upon his stool, talked with his mouth full. He was munching away at a leg of a Druzhr—a creature with a leg so thick it could have fed Kyren’s wife and two children for a week or two. The overseer gestured to the guards, who pulled the Assel away. It was a beast of an animal—the only thing in the castle fatter than the overseer, Kyren suspected. They were larger than horses with a single horn protruding from the center of the beast’s head, and two long tentacle-like trunks hung on either side in place of ears. Assels were trained to use their tentacles as whips, and they brought severe pain and tissue damage with every strike. He would know—he had been flogged by them many times. 

The guards unchained him from the whipping post and threw him down. Kyren collapsed onto the ground, his entire back numb. The offense was a lie. They had told him to bring the supplies to the pantries. He had no doubt his mother had been annoyed with him and made up the excuse so she could enjoy watching him being whipped. 

His mother strolled toward the gardens with the other High Noblewomen of Komesten. As they passed, they stopped mid-giggle when they stared at his bloodied body. Many of the women grimaced and frowned, as if he was a stray dog that needed to be killed and thrown into a ditch. It reminded him of what his wife used to say about his mother and how she treated him.

“Kyren,” Ashyra murmured, placing a hand upon his arm. 

Kyren stared after his mother as she strode down the hallway, body trembling as his fists clenched. “You can’t help me, Ashyra. So stop trying.”

Ashyra shook her head and then used her hands to yank his face to look down at her. “No.” Her lip jutted out stubbornly just like it always did. “I refuse to give up on you, Kyren Asherex.”

“Why don’t you hate me? Everyone else does.”

Ashyra placed a finger to his lips. “Kyren, I care about you because you’re different. How many slaves have you helped since you’ve become one yourself? Your mother doesn’t mean what she says...”

Now, in the present moment, as the memory faded from his mind and Kyren looked up and met his mother’s eyes as he trembled helplessly beneath her, Vassti reached out her hands and used her magic to pry into his mind. He grunted, but his weakened body kept him from fighting her as much as he normally did. 

No, he mentally begged, but that only made her press him further. 

She took the memory of Ashyra, twisted it. Kyren knew it wasn’t real, but it still stung. “I hate you,” Vassti whispered in his mind through the image of Ashyra. “You mean nothing to me. You never should have been born, Kyren.”

Vassti laughed sadistically and backed away, joining her friends as they left him behind. 

Kyren closed his eyes, feeling tears burning there and he tried recall the rest of the real memory to help remind himself that Ashyra loved him. 

Did she? 

You never should have been born.

Kyren felt tears burning his eyes and crying in front of Ashyra was the last thing he wanted. He stared at the empty place in the hallway where his mother had just told him how that he was worthless and that seeing him alive and well made her sick. 

All his life, he had tried to please both his parents, but it had never been enough. No, he had never been enough, not for anyone. 

“You’re enough for me,” Ashyra whispered. He realized he had spoken the words out loud. In that moment, Kyren loved her more than anyone. She loved him when he felt unloveable, when no one else cared, when his own mother wanted him to die. It was Ashyra who cared for him. Being loved and cared for meant more than he realized; he had never had it before, so it was foreign to him. 

A sharp kick to his side snapped Kyren awake. He hadn’t even realized he had fallen unconscious. Desperately, he clung to the returned memory and tried to forget the image his mother had planted inside his thoughts. 

Another kick finally made Kyren glance up. 

“You’re being summoned to the palace, slave,” a messenger snapped. 

Kyren eyed the scrawny kid with a glare that could cut through glass. Ten years ago, he would have had the boy beaten for that tone.

Now he was the one being beaten. Serves you right, Kyren thought. He gritted his teeth as he hurried toward the staircase, bringing fresh pain to his back. The distance between the bitter prince he had once been and the man he was today was all because of Ashyra. She loved him and saw more in him than anyone ever had.  

Instead of following the staircase up, toward the royal court, he headed down a small hallway for servants and slaves. After winding his way around, he finally arrived at the slave bathhouse. The numbness slowly started fleeing and as Kyren stumbled into the room, he placed his hands on the walls on either side of him to steady himself. The tiny space left little room for him to fit inside. The floor, ceiling, and walls were all made entirely from gray stone, and the ceiling was so low, Kyren had to crouch down.

Pain flared in his back, and this time, Kyren grunted. He had so many scars on his back, it protected him from most of the fresh whippings he received, but nothing would help take away the pain or the shame. 

The hot water stung his back, bringing unshed tears to his eyes. He washed quickly, and dried off, groaning as the cloth tore at his mutilated skin. Collapsing onto the floor, he panted, trying to push the pain back. 

He thought about going to the Temple to worship the Father but questioned whether it would help him at all. Ashyra told him that prayers solved every problem. He had never grown up believing in the Holy Creator or His Son, but Ashyra had brought him to the Father’s Light in more ways than one. She was a prayer warrior. It was she who had prayed that his father leave their children be and it was she who had prayed for Kyren’s redemption. 

Now, as he debated, the pain flaring in his back made the decision for him. The Temple was simply too far away. In any case, he was due in court. Couldn’t he simply pray here? He wasn’t very good at this.

“Father... Creator... You know how unnatural this is for me.” Kyren pushed himself to his knees with a grunt. “To be honest, I don’t even know what I’m praying about...” He paused, but all he could focus on was the pain in his back and he lost whatever words he had been about to say.

“Kyren?”

At the sound of his uncle’s voice, he used the wall to push himself up. “Uncle Jahad,” Kyren said. Did he really sound so breathless?

Frowning, Jahad turned him around, and then sucked in a sharp breath. “Again? Kyren that’s—“

“You know me, Jahad. I’ve been a naughty boy.” Kyren would have smirked, but he didn’t have the energy.

As he turned back around, Jahad shook his head, looking as if he wanted to smack him. Kyren was thankful his uncle chose not to. “Your father is getting impatient,” Jahad said instead.

Kyren nodded and followed Jahad, slipping a shirt over his head as they left the bathhouse. Jahad took a shortcut outside and across the grassy yard, heading into a room that led to the private dining hall. After making a sharp turn and taking the staircase two stairs at a time, Jahad shoved open the doors to Vaxon’s throne room. Kyren followed much more slowly, but eventually caught up to his uncle. 

They had entered through the back way, coming from a side hallway halfway to the throne. 

Jahad inclined his head to his brother, who sat on the throne at the back of the room.

“Leave us.” At the king’s command, Jahad left the room.

Kyren didn’t bother to bow or incline his head. Instead, he crossed his arms and glared at his father. He was a bulk of a man, standing taller than Kyren by several inches. His black hair was graying in places, but the cruelness of his eyes did not waver and nothing about him showed his age. 

“What do you want?” When it came to his father, it was always best to come straight to the point. Vaxon hated waiting, and he definitely hated those pompous wretches who beat around the bush. Instead of answering, he gestured. 

From a hallway in the back, four Nires guards stomped out. Four humanoid lizards, standing at seven to eight feet tall, strode into the room on two feet instead of four. Their scales were magic-resistant, which meant Kyren wouldn’t be able to fight them. The Nires held his wife Ashyra, a short young woman with black curls that hung around her in beautiful ringlets. Her blue eyes were bloodshot from tears. They met Kyren’s in desperation and fear. “Kyren!” she screamed. 

He’d met her three years ago after one of Vaxon’s torture sessions.  Vaxon liked to casually force Kyren’s mind back to a memory of being tortured. 

His legs gave way, even though he knew he wasn’t really tied on the rack.

“Are you okay?” A woman bent down and placed her hands on either side of him. “Do I need to help you to the slave quarters?”

Kyren shook his head and stumbled to his feet. It felt as if his legs were being torn apart... He swallowed back a scream and his eyes watered.

The woman smiled gently at him, grabbed the boxes he had been carrying, and slung her arm around his waist. “Let me help you.”

When they reached a corridor away from the other guards, Kyren glanced at her. She was beautiful, for a handmaiden. Long black ringlets curled around her shoulders and her warm, blue eyes smiled at him as well as her kindhearted expression did. “What’s your name?”

“Ashyra. Yours?”

“Kyren.”

She gasped. “The prince?”

“Ex-prince,” he muttered bitterly.

She never asked him questions and was the first person to not look at him with disgust or disdain. 

Now, he had to help her. Somehow, someway, he couldn’t let this happen. Just as Kyren took a step toward her, a Nires holding her pressed a claw to her throat. Another one yanked the tiny arm of his two year old son. “Papa!” the boy cried. 

The last Nires held his three-week old infant daughter. 

His breathing froze, his thoughts blanked out. Something inside him snapped. A part of himself he had forced back for nearly ten years, resurfaced in the blink of an eye. The heavy sensation pulsed and oozed through his veins, burning everything it came in contact with. Energy surged inside him in a wild burst and he longed to feel the darkness in his hands again. Despite the anti-magic collar around his neck, he could feel power thudding inside him again. The temptation to attack his father was so strong that only the anti-magic collar kept him from it. 

“Let them go.” Three words. Three simple words, and yet... they were so much more. As he glared at his father, those words defied him. Kyren cursed him in his heart and hated him with a blackened passion. 

“Oh, I will let them live.” Vaxon stood, saying a new word each time he took a step down from the dais. “But only if you do something for me first.” 

Before I can even get to the guards to take them out, Vaxon will stop me. Even if I did get to the Nires, there’s nothing I can do against them. And if I take time to fight Vaxon, the guards will kill them, Kyren thought. Every logical point of escape was blocked, and he mentally cursed. He was trapped with no way around whatever was about to happen. 

Vaxon gestured, and the Nires guards left the room, dragging his wife and children with them. 

“What do you want me to do?” Kyren’s let his tone become as dark as his father’s. Void of sarcasm, it left no room for idle chatter. 

“You’re going to be thrown into the arena with those rogue Magi scum who foolishly thought they could fight against me. You will make sure that every single one of them dies. Do you understand?” Vaxon’s ice-cold blue eyes met Kyren’s with a glare that weighed a thousand pounds. Anyone else would have buckled but Kyren had lived beneath that gaze all his life. 

“I’ll kill whoever you want. But what makes me think you’ll keep your word?”

Vaxon cocked his head and paced in a circle around Kyren. “Whatever do you mean, son?”

Kyren flinched at the word. “Face it, Father, if you’re throwing me in the arena, there’s only one reason. You want me dead. You can come up with a thousand different ways to kill the rebel Magi prisoners. Why use me?”

Vaxon shrugged. “I love the twist of irony of those children dying by a hand of a friend.”

Kyren glared at the floor. For the first time in the entire conversation, Vaxon hit a nerve. He never wanted me, even before I joined the rebellion against him. 

“You wish to know why I would let your wife and children live after you die? It’s simple, really. Your wife, Ashyra, is a very important person... More than just a mere servant. Her parents sit upon the Xandai throne. We need their alliance and our trades with them in silk and mammoth tusks,” Vaxon explained.

The fact that Vaxon had discovered Ashyra’s secret came as no surprise. He had eyes and ears everywhere, and if he didn’t already know something, he soon found out. If he knows about her, then it’s true—she has been brought to the palace as a prisoner. A hostage to ensure Xandai’s loyalty, Kyren thought. It also explained why Vaxon had spared Ren after he had found out about their secret marriage and why he allowed them to have Rya. 

Kyren felt no relief at the news; if Ashyra was important enough to Vaxon for him to keep her alive after his death, his father still wouldn’t hesitate to kill her and their children the moment he disobeyed. 

He had no choice. 

“When do I get started?” Kyren sighed.

Vaxon smiled. “I was hoping you would ask.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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OVER THE COURSE OF the next several weeks, Vaxon used his spies, as well as Kyren’s old contacts and Queen Vassti’s magic to track down the last of the Magi who had chosen to rebel against his reign; a total of thirty-two of them. Two powerful Magi who had the power of light, called Light Mages, were believed to have been dead, but it was soon discovered that they were still alive.

They were powerful twins and even though Vaxon wanted to capture them to ensure the job was done right, but because they were Light Mages, their magic would cancel out both Kyren and even Vaxon’s darkness. So if they attacked them outright, it would be a pointless fight.

For that reason, Vaxon sent Kyren to them, alone, acting as if he had escaped his father and wished to join them. How Kyren wished it were true. They quickly believed him, to Kyren’s dismay. On his father’s orders, he used poisons to knock them out and capture them. 

Two days later, Vaxon ordered Kyren to accompany him to attack a large group of Magi who had chosen to stay together. “Wouldn’t some of the Magi tried to use the spaceships to escape off planet?” Kyren asked, just before he and his father left.

Vaxon shook his head. “No. I disabled all of the magic on the ships long before this rebellion for that reason.”

Kyren gasped. “You did it when you took the throne from—“

Vaxon snarled at him. “Don’t say that name. I took the throne from that scum that the Republic put on the throne and he’s gone forever. You and the other Magi who rebelled against me will all pay. The Republic, the Magi Order... None of them can help. All the rebellious Magi left on Castre will die, including you, Kyren. There is no escaping the planet, not for any of you.”

Kyren shook his head, feeling a pang of sorrow in his chest. “I would never try to escape. I wouldn’t leave my family.”

Vaxon threw his head back and laughed. “Of course you wouldn’t. At least you’re not a coward. That’s one good thing about you in a sea of reasons of why I hate you.”

The words stung, but Kyren kept his face impassive. He refused to show his father how much it hurt him. That would only bring his father more enjoyment, being the sadistic monster that he was. 

The thought that the Republic and the Magi Order couldn’t help them made Kyren even less hopeful. Vaxon had taken the throne, murdered the King and his entire household, subjugated the people, and the Republic had no idea what was going on. Castre was an isolated planet, far away from Republic space, so without anyone on Castre being able to escape the planet, then the Republic would never know what was happening.

Once Vaxon finished off the Magi on Castre, Kyren had no doubt that he would try to bring down both the Magi Order and the Republic. With both capital planets being so far away, they wouldn’t see him coming until it was too late. 

Vaxon’s spies had learned the location of the camp where the Magi fled, so Vaxon used darkness to teleport Kyren and himself there. Vaxon wrapped darkness around Kyren and himself for the teleportation spell, but his father’s magic felt much heavier than his own. It pulled Kyren from his worries and helped him focus on their mission, no matter how much he dreaded it.  

They landed in the middle of the Magi camp. It took the sleeping Magi by surprise, but they were resourceful and immediately leapt into action. 

One of the Magi men jumped up and slammed his hands onto the ground. An invisible force threw Kyren against the hardened ground and pinned him there. Dark Blast! Upon the command inside his mind, Kyren held out his hands, palms facing the sky, and shoved against the Magi’s gravity.

The force of the explosion sent both Kyren and the Magi stumbling back a few feet. Kyren staggered to his feet, unbothered by the bruises and the blow that knocked his breath out. He’d had much, much worse from his father. 

Entrapment! As Kyren formed his darkness into a cage to wrap around the Gravity Mage, the man used his energy to lift the entire cage into the air. Kyren cursed and cast a second spell, Dark Sphere. It wrapped around the Gravity Magi, cage and all, and slowly closed in against him. 

“I want them alive,” Vaxon snapped as he wrapped dark chains around two Magi brothers. For a moment, Kyren was distracted. The brothers had once been Kyren’s close friends, Reth and Nyk.

He swallowed deeply but Vaxon shot him a glare. “I didn’t bring you along to lose, weakling! I trust you remember what’s at stake.”

Yes. The pang of guilt and pain in his chest made it hard to breathe. His family. They would die if he didn’t help his father capture the Magi, most of whom had once been his friends. He had to betray his old friends to ensure the safety of his family, even though doing so meant the death of all the captured Magi.

By then, the Gravity Mage had broken free of Kyren’s sphere. 

At this point, Kyren just wanted the fight to be over. Bind! Kyren thought the spell and it immediately took hold. Darkness wound around the Gravity Mage’s legs, dragging him to the ground. Soon it bound his entire body there and he was unable to move or cast magic. It wouldn’t last long, but it lasted long enough for Vaxon’s guards to swoop in and bind the Gravity Mage with anti-magic chains. 

He glanced at Vaxon as his guards arrested Reth and Nyk and took the three Magi away. 

With their defeat, the number of Magi Vaxon had captured totaled thirty-four.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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WITH EACH OF HIS OWN people that were dragged into Vaxon’s dungeons, each one beaten, each one torn away from their families, Kyren’s chest filled with thousands of tiny needles. 

He hated what Vaxon was doing. Despised it. But he could do nothing.

No, Kyren thought, I am doing something. I’m helping him.

The instant his mother entered the room, he concentrated on the room around him to empty out his thoughts. She had used telepathy to torment him his entire life.

Learning how to shut off his mind and emotions had been necessary to survive both his parents.

“Is it true this one did not even put up a fight?” She strolled into the room. 

Kyren couldn’t help but admire her grace and beauty. To distract himself from how normal she appeared, despite the beast that was her soul, he looked back down at the Magi on the table and shrugged. “Nope. This one is a Healer Wizard. He was caught trying to save a few of our men,” Kyren explained.

Vassti scoffed.

The Healer Wizard mumbled under his breath. Kyren focused on the interrogation room to keep Vassti from finding out what it was. Whatever spell you’re casting, Healer, do it quickly, he thought, keeping it tucked carefully away from his prying mother. “Well, he’s finally awake,” Kyren said.

Vassti gently pushed the Healer’s hair out of his eyes. “Well, well... Eiridan Stormblessed. I’m not entirely sure why, but I thought you would be something.... more. All of the stories villagers told spoke of how brave and gallant you were. A hero. Nothing but lies, apparently, because you’re a sniveling coward.” At first, Vassti had sounded innocent and sweet—the tone of a loving mother, but the longer she spoke, the more malice and hatred seeped into her tone. 

“I’m a coward?” the Healer murmured.

Though Vassti’s words were sweet, her mouth curled into a snarl. “Yes, you are. Had you fought back, perhaps you would have given yourself a chance. Now, you’re collared. Just like the dog you are.”

Kyren clenched his hands into fists, struggling to control his anger. No matter what, he couldn’t risk Ashyra being hurt because he had lashed out, either mentally or physically. Say something, he urged the Healer. More than anything, he just wanted to hear someone call his mother out; it would make his day. 

Suddenly, his mother flinched.

Kyren looked at her in shock, and then confusion. He had never seen her wince or flinch before. He shifted his gaze back to the Healer, who hadn’t moved. What did he do to her? 

“Take him to the dungeons and throw him in with that spitfire, Jaeyria, and her companion. Perhaps they’ll knock some sense into this idiot.” With those words, Vassti rushed from the room. 

“Your mother...she’s... she’s...” The healer only stared at Kyren with expressions of pity and concern. 

Kyren smirked. “Demanding? Manipulative? Cruel?” Hideous witch? he silently added in his head. 

“No,” the healer stated. “Hurt. Her aura... It’s cracked. Have you ever tried to ask her why?”
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