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“Angelique, you’re wanted in the king’s solar,” Clarice said bitterly, walking briskly past her in the hallway with a mop and bucket.

Heat seared through Angelique as she imagined the many ways he’d prove just how much she was wanted once she arrived. As King Edward’s appetite for sex was voracious, she knew what awaited her, and was lit up with a tingling anticipation. The king had never taken her in the solar room before, and she was hoping it would be just as tantalizing as it was when he pleasured her from his royal chamber.

“He’s back from the hunting trip?” she asked casually, sliding a red curl behind her ear as she nervously cleared her throat.

“Yes.” Her fellow chambermaid looked back at her with a scowl and snarked, “I’m surprised you didn’t know.”

“No, I did not.” Angelique was fully aware that the other servants knew about their secret relationship, especially with their cold attitudes of late. She didn’t care, though. She and Edward loved each other. He’d even admitted it to her. It had been during the deep throes of their animalistic lovemaking, but she knew those feelings he had for her were as real as hers were for him. Her stomach turned over with butterflies as she recalled the way he’d looked at her during his confession.

As Angelique met the woman’s stare, Clarice looked as if she was about to say something, but then changed her mind and walked away, shaking her head.

Judgey bitch.  

Relieved the other maid was done hassling her, she headed toward the king’s solar, bubbling with excitement to see him. She wondered if he’d greet her like he had last time—naked in all of his glory, nothing but his gold, glittering crown covering her favorite part of him, and a cocky smirk on his perfect lips. 

Smiling, she imagined his broad shoulders and muscular arms flexing as he stared at her with those piercing blue eyes, pleasuring her in ways that made her scream out his name. And that was before he even entered her.

Trembling in anticipation, she walked faster until she reached the solar. With a shaky hand, she knocked.

“Come in,” came his deep, sexy voice.

Barely hiding her smile, Angelique stepped inside. Her smile quickly fell as she halted dead in her tracks. Edward was not only fully dressed in his royal garb, and wearing a stoic expression on his handsome face, he wasn’t alone. Beside him was Gaylen, his wizard and head advisor. They were seated at the long table which sat in front of the room’s fireplace, which was dismal, cold, and rivaled the air in the room.

“Sit down, Angelique,” the king said, his face dark and unhappy.

She looked from Edward to Gaylen, and back. Both were looking at her coldly. “What’s wrong?”

“Sit down,” Edward ordered again, gesturing to the other side of the table.

Angelique’s stomach knotted up. She nodded and quickly sat down across from the king and the wizard, awaiting anxiously to find out what was happening.

“We have something of yours,” Edward said, shoving a book toward her across the table. 

Confused, she looked down at the cover. There was some strange symbol on it and words she didn’t recognize. “What do you mean? This isn’t mine. I’ve never seen this before in my life.”

The two men looked at each other with matching smirks.

“Edward, what’s going on?” Angelique asked, frightened. She felt like they both were suddenly ganging up on her, and she had no idea why. 

“Address the king properly,” Gaylen snapped loudly.

“Your Highness, please... what is happening?” Angelique asked, her eyes filling with tears.

He opened up the book and pointed at a page with writing on it. “Why don’t you tell us, Angelique?” Edward said angrily.

She leaned forward. “I don’t understand. I have no idea whose this is, because it certainly isn’t mine.”

“Liar. This was found in your home—under the floorboards. It’s filled with black magic and notes related to love spells and other evil curses!” the king hollered, making her flinch, as she’d never heard or seen him angry—ever. 

“What?” Angelique swallowed hard, now panicking. She shot to her feet. “Black magic? Why would I have a book like that? I’m not witch. Please, there’s been some sort of mistake. This isn’t mine.”

“See? I told you she would deny everything,” Gaylen said, shooting a look at the king as he sighed in irritation. Yet, that annoyance didn’t quite reach his eyes, which seemed to be mocking her. He held his gaze on the king. “And yet, we found these items in her home.”

She ignored the wizard. “Please, Edward... my king... you have to believe me. This is not mine,” she said, swiping at the traitorous tears with the back of her hand that fell the length of her face. “I would never be involved with anything like this. You know me...”

“That’s just it. I apparently don’t know you at all, Angelique,” Edward said coldly as he stood up and then walked around the table. “But what I do know is we found that book, and what’s written inside makes you guilty.”

She tried grabbing his arm. “No! Wait, please—”

Edward pulled away. “Get the guards,” he told Gaylen, his face stormy. “Now! Before she tries corrupting me further with her love spells, fake tears, and hideous lies.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” he replied triumphantly as he rushed out of the solar.

She looked up at the man she loved. “Please, my love. Why are you doing this?” she whimpered, her heart breaking. 

How could a man, who’d just told her he loved her, act so horribly? He wasn’t even giving her a chance to prove her innocence. “Edward?”

His blue eyes burned with disgust. “That’s King Edward to you, and as king, I hereby order that you be arrested and charged with Witchery.”

Angelique gasped, her eyes wide and shiny. She knew what happened to women charged with Witchery. Every one of them had been burned alive.

Before she could say anything else, the guards came for her. 

“Take her to the dungeon,” King Edward seethed. “Until the trial.”

“There will be a trial?” she asked, struggling against the guards who held her tight.

Gaylen smiled cruelly. “It’s just a formality, peasant girl. You’re guilty. We’ve already proven it.”

The only thing she was guilty of was loving a man who refused to believe in her. Helpless, heartbroken, and devastated, she gave up the fight, and with her head down and tears unrelenting, let the guards take her away.
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Twenty Years Later

––––––––
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When eight-year-old Mariselle arrived home, she rushed inside and excitedly handed her mother, Katriana, the message from her father. The young girl bounced from foot to foot, her auburn ringlets springing off her shoulders, as she proceeded to tell her mother what was inside the telegram before Katriana could remove the seal. 

“Mother! Prince Alexander said that he saw a woman turn into a dragon. They think it might be the sorceress, Angelique!” the child blurted quickly. 

Hearing the news, Katriana’s blood turned to ice as she halted opening the message. She looked at her young daughter. “Who said that? Your father?”

She nodded vehemently. “Yes, and the king. They’re going to try to find a wizard to help,” Mariselle added and bit her lower lip. “But I forgot his name.”

“Gaylen?” Katriana asked, her eyes quickly scanning the message.

“Yes. That’s it.” Mariselle’s brow furrowed. “Papa always told me that Angelique was nothing more than a fairytale. Why did he lie?” she asked, feeling frustrated and scared at her mother’s reaction to the message. The child set the basket of kittens she’d been holding down on the floor. Mariselle opened up the lid and the tiny creatures instantly began crawling all over each other to try and get out. 

“He didn’t want you to be frightened.” Katriana looked down at the kittens and frowned. The little cats were racing across the floor to investigate their new surroundings. “Why are there four? You were only supposed to pick out one.”

“I know, but they need each other, Mama. Anyway, Papa said it was okay,” Mariselle said, picking up the black kitten before he could scamper away. She tried snuggling him against her neck, but the kitten was far too excited about exploring and put up a struggle.

“I’m sure he did after a little persuasion from you,” Katriana said, placing the message on the large wooden table inside the kitchen of their modest home.

Mariselle set the antsy kitten down. “King Edward said that Angelique might be back for revenge. Did she really get banished from the kingdom?”

“Yes. I believe so,” Katriana answered, her mind swirling with her own questions and fear.

“Why, Mama?”

Katriana walked over to the pot of bean pottage she had bubbling over the fire. She picked up the ladle and began stirring it. “For disobeying the king and breaking the laws of the land.”

“Was it true that she practiced dark magic?”

“From what I hear, yes.”

“Is she going to try and kill the king?” The very idea was too terrifying for Mariselle to imagine. If he was murdered, what would happen to the royal family or... the kingdom for that matter?  

Katriana threw her hands up in frustration. “Gah, all of these questions. Don’t worry about Angelique. They’ll find Gaylen, and he’ll take care of her.”

She knew her mother was frustrated, but Mariselle still felt like something bad was about to happen. “Is he more powerful than Angelique?”

“Gaylen is the one who made her disappear in the first place. Now, enough. Remember when I said that it’s rude to pester people with too many questions? That goes for your mother as well,” she said with a sigh as she reached up and smoothed back a stray piece of dark-brown hair that had escaped her bun. 

“I’m sorry, Mama,” Mariselle replied, lowering her green eyes.

“I’m sure your father will be able to explain more about what’s going on when he comes home. Now, you’re going to need to do something with those kittens. Bring them out to the barn before it gets too dark outside.”

Mariselle began to protest and whine. “But—”

“Mariselle,” Katriana scolded. “No buts. They’ll be fine out there.”

“What if a wolf gets to them, or some other wild animal? They’re so little and helpless.”

“The chickens and the ducks haven’t had any problems. I’m sure they’ll be okay. Show them to their new home and then come back inside for supper.”

Mariselle sighed and then gathered up the kittens, who were still exploring the kitchen. She brought them out to the barn and let them out of the basket. As she watched them wander away, Mariselle made a decision.

If Mama won’t allow the kittens in the house, I will sneak out and sleep in the barn with them. 

Feeling better, she carried each of them over to where the water trough was and then ran back into their cottage. 

“How did they like their new home?” Katriana asked as she set a bowl of stew in front of Mariselle.

“They were frightened to death of being out there,” she said with wide, concerned eyes. 

Katriana bit back a smile. “Oh, they told you that, did they?”

“No, but I could tell from their expressions.”

Shaking her head in amusement, Katriana sat down. “You’re going to be a good mother someday, Mariselle. I can tell already.”

She smiled. “I’m a mother already. To my kittens.”

Katriana nodded. “Indeed, you are.”

They held hands, said grace, and then ate supper.
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Angelique waited until nightfall before returning to Castle Rothhaven, this time as a large black raven. Revenge had compelled her to return to the place where her dreams had been shattered and her heart broken by a man. One who’d once promised her the world, but instead had destroyed hers. If only she’d known how quickly he would turn on her after Gaylen had filled his head with those horrible lies, accusing Angelique of performing black magic. Instead of giving her the benefit of the doubt, or even hearing her out, he’d believed the wizard’s ridiculous accusations. After a short stay in the castle’s jail, the king had ultimately banished Angelique from the kingdom and everything she cared about, exiling her forever. 

But now, she was back to make sure Gaylen would get what was coming to him. As for the man who’d broken her heart, she’d vowed long ago to strike back at King Edward, too. She just wasn’t sure if she’d have the willpower to do it now that she’d actually returned. Part of her still loved him... and always would. That being said, even if he fell down to his knees and begged her for forgiveness, she wouldn’t give it to him. Her pride wouldn’t allow it; couldn’t allow it. She was too hurt and traumatized to go there again with the handsome king.

In her raven form, Angelique landed on young Griffin’s balcony. He was a handsome lad in his late teens, who would no doubt be a heartbreaker, just like his father. The other three princes were also attractive, as was the one and only princess, with her lily-white skin and jet-black hair. In fact, Princess Eva looked a lot like her father, although she had her mother’s eyes. Angelique wanted to hate them all, and was admittedly jealous of Queen Lizbeth, but she mostly felt sadness and regret. If things had gone differently, she would have not only been the mother of his children, but the queen of all of Syracuse. 

Finding the prince’s chamber empty, she whispered a small spell and transformed from the raven to a small mouse, and went in search of the king. She was curious as to whether Prince Alexander had mentioned seeing her in the courtyard the night before, and what his reaction had been. Of course, Angelique had made sure to turn into something terrifying to really cause a stir: a black dragon. She had to admit, seeing the shocked look on the boy’s face had been quite amusing.  

Angelique wandered through the dimly lit corridors of the castle, preparing herself mentally for what would come very soon—the confrontation between herself and Gaylen. As before, his arrogance would make him believe that he still had the upper hand. This time, however, things would end much differently. Especially now that she had the Wand of Aberdeen. She’d been gifted the magical item by the goddess of witchcraft herself, Hecate, after serving her for the last twenty years. It happened after the newly appointed king, her beloved Edward, had banished Angelique from Syracuse. She could still remember that fateful night. She’d been released from the castle’s prison, only to be left to her own devices. She’d had nowhere to go, and nothing but the clothes on her back, and no home, as she’d lived and worked in the castle since she was a teen. Hecate had taken her under her wing after finding her sobbing in the Forest of Ezernon. Hecate’s face had twisted in rage upon learning of Wizard Gaylen’s treachery.

“It does not surprise me that he’s up to his old tricks,” Hecate had said, a disgusted look on her face. “My question is: why does he hate you so much?”

“I don’t think he wants Edward to marry me. Even though he loves me.”

“You’re not a noble. The king would never marry you, and even Gaylen must realize that.”

The bluntness of her words had cut Angelique deeply. Of course, Hecate had been just stating the facts. Both she and her mother, Beverly, had been mere peasants, working in the castle. Beverly, a cook, and Angelique, a chambermaid. Still, Edward had once claimed that he’d loved her before being crowned King of Syracuse, and there hadn’t been any talk of him being betrothed to another. If anything, she’d been invited into his chamber more often than not after he had taken his rightful place on the throne, after the death of his father. 

“Still, Gaylen must feel threatened by you, somehow. You’re very beautiful,” the goddess said, eyeing the milky-skinned redhead curiously. “Did you ever refuse any advances from him?”

“No. Never. That disgusting wizard never tried anything with me. Thank the gods.” 

Gaylen had never even given her so much as a glance, let alone tried to woo her. And if he had, she would have never let him touch her. The wizard gave her the creeps. Not only was he quite homely, with his freakish white hair, long, pointy nose, beady black eyes, and oversized chin, but there was an evilness surrounding him that always gave her the chills.  

“And what of your mother?” Hecate had asked.

“She died last year. The plague.” Angelique sighed sadly.

“I’m sorry. You were close?

“Yes.” Angelique tried to fight back the tears of pain that threatened to fall just speaking of her.

Although they had drifted apart some, once her mother had learned of Edward and Angelique’s secret relationship, she never stopped loving her mum. Beverly definitely hadn’t approved of her daughter warming the king’s bed, and they’d argued about it frequently. But, he ruled the land, and even if she hadn’t wanted to be his lover, Angelique might not have had a choice in the matter.  

Hecate continued. “I can see you are truly heartbroken and have been wronged by Gaylen, whom I don’t particularly care for. As much as I’d like to help, I cannot, as he is a demigod. If you serve me, however, I promise that one day... you will stand before him as a suitable opponent. One who will have the tools to destroy him, if that’s what you want.”

And that was exactly what Angelique had done. She became Hecate’s attendant, jumping to her every whim dutifully for the past two decades. During her servitude, she also became her apprentice, learning how to cast spells, create potions, and use enchanted objects. Angelique knew she would never be as powerful as a goddess, but she was now a formidable adversary against Gaylen. Especially with the wand Hecate had made for her. Although she couldn’t kill Gaylen with it, she could cast some pretty powerful and wicked spells that could make life very difficult for the creepy wizard.

After scurrying around the castle in her mouse form in search of King Edward, Angelique overheard a conversation his sons were having in the north solar room.

“Do you think that Father will be able to find Gaylen?” the youngest prince asked, asked, his aqua eyes wide with fear. Prince Mathias bounced from foot to foot, as he could never sit still. 

Griffin, who was playing chess with Alexander, shrugged. “I don’t know. From what I overheard, Gaylen has made himself scarce for the last few years.”

“Why?” asked Mathias.

“Who knows? I’ve only met the wizard a couple of times,” Griffin commented.

“I’ve never met him at all,” Alexander replied, his crystal-blue eyes fixed on the chessboard, plotting his next move. The second-oldest Rothhaven prince was fiercely competitive and didn’t let much distract him.

“Nor have I,” said Zackary, the blond second-to-youngest prince, who was sitting next to Alexander and looking bored. 

“Do you think it really was Angelique?” Mathias asked, scratching his cheek.

“Yes,” said Alexander, rolling his eyes. “Unless there are other sorceresses stalking our castle.” He shook his head and raked his hand through his black hair before putting his attention back on the chessboard.

“Was she an ugly old hag?” Zackary asked.

Alexander shook his head without looking up. “I don’t think she looked any older than Mother. As far as being ugly, I couldn’t see her face; she was too far away. Besides, she turned into the dragon before I could get a good look at the witch.”

“I bet if she’s beautiful, it’s because she bathes in the blood of virgins,” Zackary said with an impish grin. 

The other boys laughed. 

“Where do you get these things?” Griffin said, shaking his head as he ruffled the second-to-youngest prince’s blond hair. 

He shrugged. “I heard someone mention it, I guess. And keep your hands off of me. You’re mussing up my hair.”

All the princes but Zackary laughed.

“What do you think Gaylen will do to Angelique?” Alexander asked, looking up from the chessboard.

“If she was banished and has returned, he’ll probably kill her,” Griffin replied.

“Yes, and if he doesn’t, Father will probably hang her or chop her head off,” Mathias added, making a cutting motion along his neck with two fingers. 

Anger burned in Angelique’s stomach as the young princes went on about the different ways the king might end her life. 

Suddenly, Queen Lizbeth entered the room. “Time to get ready for bed, boys,” she said, walking over to the table. 

“Let me beat Alexander first,” Griffin said with a smirk. “It won’t be long.”

She seemed to contemplate his request, then nodded. “Fine. Finish the game and then it’s off to bed for you two.” She looked at her younger two sons.  “Zackary and Mathias, let’s go. It’s getting late.”

The younger boys groaned and protested.

“No pouting,” she warned. “Or you’ll turn in even earlier tomorrow.”

Zackary stood up and smiled charmingly at this mother. “Can’t we wait for Father to return?”

“Yes!” said Mathias. “We want to know what’s going to happen to the evil witch.”

Lizbeth’s lips tightened. “He won’t be home until late, I’m sure,” she replied wearily, a troubled look on her face. “You can find out in the morning.”

The younger two boys groaned and Zackary whined, “But we need to know now, Mum!”

Queen Lizbeth sighed wearily and was about to scold the eleven- and thirteen-year-olds, when she was interrupted.

“Did you ever meet her?” Alexander asked, the wooden chess pawn in his fingers paused as he stared up at his mother.

Looking at him, she slowly shook her head. “Remember, I didn’t grow up in Syracuse. I come from Darylsyle.”

Darylsyle was across the Red Sea and ruled by King Stephen the Third. Angelique had learned that he was Lizbeth’s great uncle. 

“How did you and Father meet again?” Mathias asked.

“We met at your father’s inauguration. When he was crowned King of Syracuse,” she replied with a wistful look on her face. 

“And it was love at first sight?” Mathias asked, aqua eyes wide as he rested his chin on his hand. 

Her cheeks turned rosy. Lizbeth absently touched the large emerald pendant hanging from her neck and smiled. “For me it was.” 

“I bet he fell madly in love with you. too, Mother,” Zackary said. “You’re the most beautiful woman in all of Syracuse.”

Chuckling, Lizbeth ruffled his pale-blond hair and then leaned down and kissed his head. “You’re going to make a fine husband someday, my handsome boy.” She looked at her other sons. “You all are.”

“I’m never getting married,” Zackary replied with a disgusted look on his face.

“Sure you are. You’re going to marry Mariselle,” Griffin teased. 

“No, I am,” said Mathias, wagging his thumb at his chest. “Plus, she won’t expect me to kiss her. Yuck.”

Griffin laughed. “One day, you’re going to feel a lot differently about kissing girls.”

“And what do you know about that?” Queen Lizbeth asked her oldest, her eyes twinkling in amusement.

Griffin’s face turned serious. “Nothing... much. I just know that if it was so disgusting, you and Father wouldn’t still be doing it.”

Jealousy burned in Angelique’s stomach at the very idea of Edward kissing Lizbeth. Just thinking about it made her nauseated, even after all this time. Damn Lizbeth for being so beautiful, with her pale blue eyes, light blonde hair, and perfect cheekbones. Unlike Angelique, everything about her screamed aristocrat, from the top of her perfectly coiffed bun, to the expensive slippers peeking out below her jeweled, plum-colored velvet dress. Not to mention the opulent crown resting on her head and the numerous ornate rings on her fingers. Queen Lizbeth obviously enjoyed the riches her husband lavished upon her, whereas Angelique would have given up all of the gold and jewels in the world for simply his love alone.

Lizbeth smiled. “That’s because your father is very good at it.”

All of the boys groaned.

Lizbeth chuckled. “If you don’t want to hear any more about our love life, then I suggest you get ready for bed.”

“Fine,” Griffin said, staring down at the board with a victorious smile. “The game is over, anyway. Checkmate, little brother.”

Alexander sighed. “I don’t know why I even bother playing this stupid game. You always beat me,” he muttered, pushing away from the table. 

“Don’t be a poor sport,” Lizbeth chided. “Someday you’ll win. You just need to focus and practice more.”

“It’s boring,” Alexander grumbled. “I didn’t even want to play in the first place. That’s really why I lost. If I thought it was worth my time, I would have done much better.”

Lizbeth put her hand on the shoulder of her fifteen-year-old. “Son, it is worth your time. Learn as much as you can about the world around you, because you never know... even something like this might just save your life one day.”

“How could playing chess do that?” he asked scornfully.

“It’s not always about the game itself, but the strategies involved,” she replied. She then looked at each of the boys. “This world is unpredictable. I can almost guarantee that each of you will be backed into corner at least once in your lifetime. Know how to get out of it.”

A maid hurried into the room and quickly bowed before rushing in. “The king is back, Your Majesty. He’s in the Great Hall.”

Lizbeth’s face brightened. “Good.”

“He requests that you all join him,” she added, wringing her hands and looking around at the children worriedly. 

Lizbeth’s eyebrows shot up. “Is there a problem?”  

“I’m not sure. The wizard is with him, though, and neither appear to be happy,” she replied, looking uneasy.
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Chapter 2
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Mariselle lay silently in bed, waiting for her father to check on her, as he did every night. Normally, she would be fast asleep at such an hour, but all she kept thinking about were her kittens out in the barn, and it made her anxious. As much as she wanted to go to them, however, she couldn’t sneak out until her father returned home.

At one point, she dozed off. Fortunately, she heard his footsteps retreating from her bedside and woke up. 

Mariselle sat up and rubbed her eyes with her little fist. “Father?”

Marcus turned around and smiled. “I’m sorry I woke you, little one,” he whispered, stepping back over to her. 

“It’s okay. Did you find Gaylen?”

“We did,” he replied, the lines on his forehead appearing much deeper than usual. 

Her eyes grew wide. “Where was he?”

He scratched at the dark stubble on his chin and sat down on the edge of her bed. “Honestly, I’m not so sure. He found us, as a matter of fact.”

“What do you mean?”

Marcus explained that they’d been on their way toward Elder Woods, where Gaylen supposedly lived, when the wizard magically appeared in their path. 

“Was it just you and the king?” she asked, picturing the moment in her head. She’d never seen the wizard before, but imagined he had long silver hair and wore a flowing white robe. 

“No.” He smirked. “King Edward would have probably preferred going it alone, but we were accompanied by some of his very best knights.”

“Why would he prefer that?” Mariselle asked, confused. “Isn’t he safer with his soldiers?”

“Yes. Quite. But, the king is fearless and doesn’t always feel that he needs protection. I think he actually believes himself to be invincible, just like when he was a boy. It’s a very dangerous notion for a king to have.”

Mariselle knew her father and King Edward had been close childhood friends, even though Marcus wasn’t of nobility. From what he’d told her, they’d met one day in the woods near the castle after Edward had snuck away from his nanny. Marcus and his older brother had been fishing in one of the streams when Edward ran into them. From that day forward, the two started playing together and became life-long friends. 

“What did Gaylen say about Angelique?”

“That he would fix the problem and make sure she didn’t hurt anyone.”

Mariselle relaxed. “Did you know her, Papa?”  

He stared off, deep in thought. “A little. She worked in the castle as a maid. I would have never guessed her to be a witch.”

She chewed on the side of her lip. “So you never saw her perform any black magic?”

“Not any kind of magic. Obviously, if she turned into a dragon, like Alexander mentioned, there was sorcery involved.”

Mariselle nodded.

“Now, it’s late and you need your sleep, lass,” Marcus said, standing up. He tucked the blanket around her and patted her hand affectionately. “And please... don’t worry about Angelique.”

She smiled up at him. “Okay, Papa.”

He kissed her again and left the bedroom.

Mariselle waited for several minutes, giving her father time to turn in himself. When she thought it was safe, she grabbed her blanket and snuck out of the cottage. As she raced to the barn, Mariselle glanced up toward the stars, frightened of what might be flying above. By the time she made it inside with the animals, her heart was beating a mile a minute. 

“Smokey? Panther? Ebony? Frosty?” Mariselle whispered, calling the names she’d given the kittens earlier.

Suddenly, they were at her feet, rubbing against her ankles and purring. Laughing, she leaned down and began petting them.

“I told you I’d be back,” she said, smiling. “Come on, I’m tired.”

Mariselle stood up straight and headed toward the back of the barn. She spread the blanket out on some clean straw and lay down on it. Immediately, the kittens started playing with her hair and nightgown. At first it amused her, but became old very quickly. Gently pushing them away, she wrapped the blanket around herself tightly, and closed her eyes.
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In her mouse form, Angelique followed everyone to the Great Hall, where King Edward, Princess Eva, and Gaylen were already conversing at the king’s table. Glancing around, she noticed there’d been quite a few changes in the main part of the castle since her time there. Where once the walls had been mostly flat and gold, they were now lined with wooden panels. Above the panels were intricate hand-painted murals, depicting the family history and numerous victories of the Rothhaven Family. In one scene was an image of Gaylen casting a spell on a group of orcs. It was just another reason Edward would never take her word over the lies the wizard had spun about her. He’d been the family’s protector for generations, and they trusted him wholeheartedly. 

Fools. 

From what she’d learned from Hecate, Gaylen served nobody but Gaylen, and his loyalty to Edward was based on his own selfish needs. There was a reason he hadn’t wanted Angelique in the king’s life. Hecate thought it had something to do with Lizbeth, which made sense, since they were married soon after she’d been banished from the kingdom. 

Drawing closer, Angelique noticed that Gaylen too had changed. Where he used to have long, dark hair, it was now short and the color of snow. His face had also aged considerably, with more lines and wrinkles. She had no idea how old the mage was, but in mortal years, one might guess him to be in his seventies. 

King Edward and Gaylen stood up when they noticed Lizbeth and the others. 

“Your Majesty,” the wizard said, bowing his head.

Queen Lizbeth stopped in front of them. “Good evening, Gaylen. It’s been a long time.”

“Too long. Might I say you’re looking more beautiful than ever,” Gaylen replied, staring at her with his dark, beady eyes. 

“Thank you.” Lizbeth looked at the king. “I was just trying to get the boys off to bed when I heard you were back. So, what did you discover on your journey?”

Angelique moved closer so she could get a better view of Edward. She noticed that where Gaylen had aged, the king looked as virile and handsome as ever. Just looking at him made her heart feel as if it were breaking all over again. 

“Gaylen has confirmed that Angelique has indeed returned to Syracuse and that we shouldn’t worry because he will handle her. In the meantime, he feels we should stay close together.”

Handle me, Angelique scoffed. We’ll see about that. 

“Are we in danger?” Queen Lizbeth asked, her eyes wide.

“I believe it is revenge which has brought her back to the kingdom,” Gaylen said. “That might include harming one if not all of you.”

Alarmed, Lizbeth put a hand to her chest. “Why now, after all of these years?”  

Before the wizard could reply, Edward spoke. “Gaylen believes she was recently given a very powerful wand from Hecate.”

“Who is Hecate?” Mathias asked.

“The goddess of witchcraft,” Gaylen replied to the youngest prince. He went to explain how he’d heard about Angelique serving her. “And now it seems she’s been relieved of her duties.”

“This wand you speak of, can you actually stop her if she’s using it?” Lizbeth asked.

Instead of answering, the wizard stiffened up and peered around the room. “Quickly! I need you all to step behind me,” he exclaimed, taking out his own wand. 

Staring at him in confusion, nobody moved.

“I sense imminent danger. Get behind me, now!” Gaylen ordered.

Everyone but Edward did as he asked.

“Please, you, too, my King,” the wizard said in a less demanding voice.

Still, Edward didn’t move. “What’s going on?”

“I know you’re here, Angelique,” Gaylen said sternly, his eyes scanning the area. “Show yourself.”

So much for taking him by surprise.

The queen gasped. “She’s here?” 

The boys began to murmur amongst themselves and look around, alarmed.

“Yes. But, not for long.” Gaylen began to wave his wand and mutter something under his breath. 

Angelique scurried out from behind the chair and quickly changed back to her human form. She gripped her wand tightly. Everyone in the room, except the wizard and the king, stared at her in horror.

“Stop right there, Gaylen,” Angelique warned, pointing the wand at him.

He continued chanting a spell she knew just might send her away for good if she didn’t do something quickly. 

With her heart pounding madly in her chest, Angelique began one of her own, a short, handy little spell that Hecate had taught her early on for protection. Within seconds, a bright light flashed out of her wand and Gaylen’s tongue stopped working. Eyes wide, he clutched his throat and tried to speak, but could only make strangled, wheezing noises.

Furious, King Edward took a step toward her. “Enough! I command you to go back where you came from. You were banished indefinitely from Syracuse and are breaking the law by returning. Leave now, or I’ll make sure you spend your last dying breath in our dungeon.”

“Same old Edward,” Angelique snapped, disgusted with herself for hating and loving him at the same time. “I see you’re still brainwashed by this cretin.” She cut her gaze to Gaylen, then back at her former lover. “How pathetic. You’re pathetic.”

“My father is not pathetic!” eleven-year-old Mathias cried, racing around his mother, his miniature sword raised in the air. “You’re just an evil witch who is only powerful because... because she cheats with magic!”

Angelique had to admit, she was both impressed and amused by the boy’s fearlessness. She imagined Edward was the same way as a child.

“If it weren’t for your father, I wouldn’t have been forced into using magic,” she replied evenly as Edward grabbed his youngest son and took a protective stance in front of him. 

“You brought it upon yourself, Angelique.” He glanced at the wizard angrily. “Gaylen! Just don’t stand there, do something!” the king demanded, his jaw ticking.

The wizard, still muted by her spell, raised his wand again and aimed it at Angelique. Before she could protect herself, a burning white light hit her in the chest. She flew backward, slamming against the wall so hard, it felt as if her spine had been crushed. She opened her mouth to chant another hex, but the wind had been knocked out of her, making it hard to breathe, let alone speak.

“You... ridiculous... fool,” Gaylen said hoarsely as he moved toward Angelique. “Did you seriously think you had a chance against me?” 

Angelique’s head was spinning. The spells she’d been working on and the courage she’d had a few seconds before seemed all at once lost to her. Realizing she’d underestimated Gaylen’s powers against her own, she became frantic. Clutching her wand, she found her voice and chanted a spell that would send her away from the castle. At the same time, Gaylen spouted off one of his own. As she disappeared, Angelique felt as if her skin was on fire, and screamed in pain.
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Chapter 3


[image: ]




Mariselle’s new pets wouldn’t allow her any rest. When they weren’t playing with her hair, the kittens were trying to get under the blanket. Eventually, something distracted them and they rushed off.

She sat up and peered through the darkness, curious. Unable to hear or see them, she began searching the barn; instead of finding her kittens, however, she discovered a hole leading outside. Worried they were going to become owl prey, she wrapped her blanket tightly around her shoulders and snuck out into the cool night. 
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Angelique was on fire. 

Literally. On. Fire. 

She cast herself away from the castle to a swimming hole a few miles away. She landed deep in the center, and the water immediately gave her relief from the hot flames. When she broke the surface, Angelique was relieved to find her skin uncharred and her clothing still intact. She could only attribute it to the fact that she’d gotten away before Gaylen had finished the spell.  

Shivering, she made her way to land and used her wand to heat her clothing and skin. Although the days were still warm, it was the end of summer and the nights could chill one to the bone. As she stood there drying, Angelique cursed herself for allowing the wizard to best her. Admittedly, she’d never actually seen his powers in action and realized that if she were going to defeat him, she needed to be better prepared and a lot more cunning.  

She also needed some kind of plan. 

But even more so, she needed to rest. Wands drew energy from their users, and hers was no exception, especially when it came to teleporting. Now Angelique was exhausted and knew she wouldn’t be able to do anything without getting some sleep first. She didn’t even have the energy to shape-shift and fly to her shelter. This meant finding a new, temporary one. 

Sighing, Angelique followed a trail that led from the swimming hole, past a mossy glen, to a deep part of the woods. As she foraged on, she kept her eyes peeled just in case Gaylen had managed to follow her. Still cold and weary, she pondered the idea of a fire, but knew it would attract too much attention. Instead, she decided to try and find a hollowed-out tree, or if she was lucky, a small cave. If it was inhabited, Angelique figured she might just have enough energy to clear out its occupant. 

Regardless, she knew she needed to do something—and soon, because she could see some troublesome-looking storm clouds rolling in. Shortly after her observation, a bolt of lightning jetted across the sky. It was followed by a loud clap of thunder and a frightened cry somewhere in the darkness ahead.

Angelique froze.

“Smokey? Frosty? Ebony? Panther? Where are you?” hollered a child’s voice in the distance.

Apprehensive, but curious, Angelique headed toward the sound. It was late. Too late for a young one to be wandering through the woods.

“Please come back! It’s going to rain!” the child called frantically. “Here... kitties!”

Four balls of fur were suddenly at Angelique’s feet. One of them brushed against her ankle and purred.

“Aren’t you sweet?” she whispered, her heart melting.

The kitten stared up at her and let out a high-pitched meow.

Angelique picked up the adorable creature and snuggled it against her neck. Hearing the child cry out again, she cleared her throat and hollered, “I found your kitten!” She prayed it wasn’t a trap. She didn’t think Gaylen could have located her so quickly, but one never knew.

A small shadow approached hesitantly, stopping several feet away from her. “Who... who are you?” the child called through the darkness. 

“My name is Anne,” she replied as more lightning lit up the sky. For a brief moment, Angelique caught a glimpse of the girl, who couldn’t have been more than ten. She was very thin, with long curly hair and large eyes.

Another loud clap of thunder startled them both. 

“So, you have my kittens?” the child asked out in a shaky voice.

“Yes. Well, they’re leaving again, it appears,” she replied, watching as they scampered away from her and down the path, back toward the pond.

The girl’s eyes widened and she gasped. “Oh no.”

“I will help!” Angelique hollered, stuffing her wand inside her cloak. She turned around and hurried after them. When she found the kittens again, Angelique quickly grabbed the two closest to her just as the girl appeared.

“Thank you,” the child said, looking relieved. She leaned down and picked up one of the others.

“You’re welcome. Can you get that last one?” she asked, nodding toward the gray one, which was taking off again.

“Yes!” she replied, racing toward it.

Knowing the girl would need something to hold the kittens in, she decided to use her cloak to carry them. “Bring them here when you get the gray one,” she called out.

“Okay,” the little girl replied, picking up the other one.

Angelique set her two kittens down on the ground, checked to make sure that the wand was tucked safely in the pocket of her cloak, and removed it. She laid it on a dry patch of dirt and then they both proceeded to herd all of the kittens into the center.

“They may not like this, but they’ll be safe,” Angelique said, gathering up the sides of the cloak and picking up the bundle. The kittens, who were trapped inside, immediately began to struggle and mew.

The child’s eyes widened in alarm.

Angelique smiled. “Don’t worry, they’ll be fine,” she reassured her. “Now, where to?”  
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Mariselle didn’t know what to make of Anne, but thought she seemed nice enough. Plus, it was about to storm and the stranger was helping her with the kittens, which was a relief.

“This way,” she said, turning around.

“Okay.”

Mariselle led her back through the woods, to her property. As they walked past the cottage, she glanced nervously at it, hoping her parents were still sound asleep. Fortunately, all appeared to be quiet inside. When they finally made it inside the barn, the rain started.

“Now that was close,” Anne said with a smile, bending down and opening up the cloak.

“Yes. Thank you again for helping me,” Mariselle replied as the kittens scattered. She grabbed the closest one, Panther, and sat down cross-legged on the straw.

“What’s your name?” Anne asked, shaking the grass and sand from her cloak.

“Mariselle.”

The woman smiled warmly. “Pretty name. Do you mind if I take refuge from the storm in your barn?”

“No, ma’am,” Mariselle said, staring up at her. The woman was pretty, with shiny red hair and eyes the color of honey. 

Anne sat down across from her and began playing with the white kitten. “How old are they?”

“Just a few weeks.”

“I love kittens,” the woman said, twirling a piece of straw above Frosty, who was on his back, try to bat at it. 

“Me, too.” 

They sat in silence, both of them playing with the kittens. Soon the rain grew more intense, so much so that it leaked through holes in the roof and down around them. 

“Do you live nearby?” Mariselle asked, shivering.  

Anne was slow to answer. “Yes, in town.”

“I’ve never seen you before,” Mariselle replied, studying her again. She thought the woman was around her mother’s age, if not younger.  

“Nor I, you. The town is big, though. I’m sure we probably passed each other several times in the past and you just never noticed me.”

“Yeah. Your hair is very pretty,” she said, admiring it. “I’ve never seen anyone’s as red or as shiny as yours before.” 

Anne smiled. “You are very kind. My hair was your color when I was a girl. It’s not as shiny now, though.”

“It’s still pretty,” Mariselle replied, meaning it.

Anne studied the girl. “May I ask you a question?”

Mariselle nodded.

“Why are you hiding out here in the barn, where it’s cold and wet? You do live here, don’t you?”

“Yes, I live here.” Her cheeks turned pink. “I’m not hiding, though.”

Anne raised an eyebrow. “Your parents don’t know you’re out here, though, do they?”

Mariselle pursed her lips.

“Relax,” Anne said, giving her a reassuring smile. “I won’t tell on you. I was just curious.”

Mariselle sighed. “My parents won’t let me keep the kittens in the house and I wanted to be with them. So they wouldn’t be scared out here.”

“Ah, so, they think you’re safely tucked in your bed?”

She nodded.

“I don’t blame you for wanting to protect your kittens. I wouldn’t want to leave them alone either,” Anne replied, yawning. “I think the rain will keep them in here for the rest of the night, though. Let’s hope, at least.”

Mariselle nodded. Another loud clap of thunder from outside made her jump.

Anne chuckled as she shook out her cloak and put it back on. “You don’t like storms?”  

Before she could answer, a cold droplet of rain splattered onto Mariselle’s cheek. She wiped it off with the back of her hand. “It’s okay. I just don’t like the thunder.”

“It’s the lightning you need to worry about. Not the thunder,” she said, lying down on top of the straw. Anne closed her eyes. “It’s kind of like people. The loud ones aren’t always the real threat. It’s the silent ones... they’re the ones you have to watch out for.”

Mariselle lay down across from her. “My mother always says that you need to keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.”

“Smart woman,” she said softly. 

Mariselle suddenly felt very safe in her presence. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Anne opened her eyes and looked at her. 

“You’re nice and... I was scared being out here in the barn by myself,” she admitted. “Now I’m not.”

The woman smiled. “Good.”

Mariselle nodded and closed her eyes. “Goodnight, Anne.”

“Goodnight, Mariselle.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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When Angelique woke the following morning, she noticed two things: Mariselle had left the barn, and she’d covered her up with her one and only blanket. The kind gesture put a smile on her face. 

As she was sitting up, the barn door opened and Mariselle stepped inside, carrying something bundled up in rag. 

“Good. You’re awake,” the little girl said, rushing toward her. She sat down cross-legged. “You slept even longer than I did.”

“I must have really needed it,” Angelique replied, staring at her clothing. Unlike many of the villagers, Mariselle’s burgundy tunic had embroidery stitching along the waistline and was obviously made of high-quality linen. Although she hadn’t gotten a clear look at the child’s home in the darkness, Angelique was under the assumption that her family lived comfortably. 

“Are you hungry?”

Angelique smiled. “Yes.”

“Good. I brought you something to eat,” Mariselle said, unwrapping the rag. 

The sight of a large piece of crusty bread made Angelique’s stomach growl. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Mariselle handed it to her. “I would have brought you more, but my mother walked into the kitchen,” she said, looking embarrassed. “I didn’t want her to ask me any questions.”

“I understand. If the situation were reversed, I’d feel the same way. Speaking of your mother, what is her name?” she asked, tearing off a piece of the bread.

“Katriana.”

Angelique took a bite of the bread. She’d known only one Katriana in the village. Although they hadn’t been enemies, they hadn’t exactly been friends, either. If it was the same person, she didn’t think the woman would be at all pleased to find her in their barn. Especially with all of the gossip and lies that had been spread about her. She finished chewing and ripped off another piece. “What about your father?”

“His name is Marcus.”

The bread paused at her lips as she froze. Could it be that her father was the sheriff of Berkshire County? 

Could my luck get any worse? 

“Langer?”

Mariselle nodded. “You obviously know of him. Everyone does.”

The truth was that she’d always admired Marcus because of his loyalty to the king. But he was also bamboozled by Gaylen’s lies and would arrest her immediately if given the chance. Angelique knew she had to leave—and quickly. 

“I have to go,” she said, brushing the crumbs from her clothing. She stood up and tucked the bread into her pocket. “Thank you for your kindness, Mariselle. I will never forget it.”

Her eyes widened and she stood up. “Did I say something wrong?” 

The girl was very observant. A trait she obviously picked up from her father. 

Angelique chuckled softly. “No, not at all. I just have several things to do today and should get to them. Thank you again for your hospitality,” she said, picking up the blanket from the straw. After shaking it clean, she folded it and handed it to her. 

“My mother says that I ask too many questions of strangers,” Mariselle said, studying her face. “That it annoys people.”

“You didn’t annoy me at all.” She smiled warmly at the child. “I promise.”

Mariselle looked relieved. “Good. Thank you again for helping me with my kittens.” 

Angelique looked around. “Where are the little rascals?” 

“They’re just outside. Probably getting into trouble again.” Her face grew serious. “I should go and look for them, I guess.”

Before Angelique could reply, the barn door opened. “Mariselle?” called a woman’s voice. “Are you in here?”

The child sucked in a breath, her eyes wide. 

Alarmed, Angelique reached into her pocket and put her hand on the wand.

Katriana stepped inside and then froze when she noticed Angelique. From the look on the woman’s face, she recognized her. 

Angelique sighed.

“Mother, um, this is Anne,” Mariselle said with a nervous smile. 

Katriana’s lip trembled. Swallowing, she held out her hand. “Mariselle, come here. Now,” she said in a shaky voice.

“I know she’s a stranger, but she’s very nice,” the child replied. “In fact, she helped me with my kittens earlier—”

“Mariselle, I said, come here!” Katriana said more sternly.

The girl’s eyebrows knitted together. “But, Mama—”

Katriana clenched her teeth. “Mariselle!” 

Angelique pushed the girl gently toward her mother. “Go to your mum.”

“Katriana, did you find Mariselle?” Marcus called loudly before stepping inside the barn. When he saw Angelique, a look of shock quickly followed by anger spread across his face. 

Mariselle couldn’t understand why her parents were acting the way there were. It was almost like they’d both seen a monster, which Anne was far from being.

Her father took a wary step toward them. “Mariselle, come here.”

“Fine,” she huffed. When she reached her father, he put himself between her and Anne.

“Katriana, get her out of here,” he said tightly.

Anne sighed. “I was just about to leave. Don’t make her go on my account.”

“You stay away from my family,” Marcus gritted out.

“Relax. I mean none of you any harm. Especially, Mariselle. You’ve obviously raised a good girl.”

Mariselle couldn’t understand the animosity in the barn. Even Anne seemed different now that her parents were there.

“What were you doing with her?” he asked angrily as Katriana guided Mariselle out of the barn.

“I helped her find her kittens.”

“You what?” he asked.

“You wouldn’t allow her to bring them inside last night, so they ran away. You know, it’s very dangerous for a young child to be out in the woods, in the middle of the night. Good thing we ran into each other, or your daughter could have gotten lost or hurt,” Anne said, a smile in her voice. “You should really let her keep the kittens indoors at night.”

Mariselle couldn’t hear what her father’s reply was, because her mother was pulling her back toward the cottage. 

“Why are you being so rude to her?” Mariselle cried, ashamed of the way her parents were acting.

Her mother stopped and turned to her. “Because that woman is Angelique,” she said, trying to rein in her anger. “The sorceress we spoke of yesterday. You’re lucky she didn’t kill you. What were you thinking, Mariselle?” 

For the first time, Mariselle was speechless. She couldn’t believe what her mother had said was true. She’d pictured the sorceress to be old, ugly, and scary-looking. Anne was just the opposite. 

“Now your father is in danger because of that evil woman,” Katriana said, her eyes filling with tears.

“Anne won’t hurt him,” Mariselle said, finding her voice again. “She’s not evil.”

“Foolish child,” Katriana murmured, grabbing her hand again. She began pulling her toward the house. “You have no idea what kind of person she really is.”

In her heart, Mariselle couldn’t believe that Anne, or Angelique, meant any of them harm. Wanting her father to realize it too, she broke free of her mother’s grip and ran back to the barn. She noticed her father now had his sword out and Angelique was holding her wand. Both of them looked at her.

“She’s not bad,” Mariselle begged as she ran to her father. “Please, don’t hurt her, Papa.”

Angelique lowered her wand. “At least someone in this town isn’t being manipulated by the likes of Gaylen.”

“Mariselle, get out of here,” ordered her father angrily. 

“Let her be; I’m the one who’s leaving.” Angelique said in a tired voice. Staring at Mariselle, her eyes softened. “Always follow your instincts, Mariselle. Yours appear to be fair and accurate. And remember what I told you—be wary of the quiet ones. Just like spiders, they’ll creep up on you when you least expect it and fill your world with their venom.” 

Mariselle nodded.

Winking, Angelique waved her wand and disappeared. 
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Angelique transported herself to a cave in West Syracuse, where she’d been staying. As soon as she materialized, her senses screamed that someone else had been there recently. Her gut told her it was Gaylen. 

Frustrated, she grabbed her satchel and quickly gathered the few belongings she had, including the first wand Hecate had given her when she’d made her an apprentice. Although its power wasn’t nearly as potent as her new one, it had definitely served her well and she couldn’t seem to part with it. She shoved it into the bag and looked around one last time. Satisfied that she’d grabbed everything, Angelique raised her wand. Before she could leave, however, the hateful mage himself appeared before her.

“You just can’t let go of anything, can you?” he asked with a smirk. “It will get you killed one day.”

She dropped her bag and pointed her wand in his direction. “Maybe, but not this day, wizard.”

“Relax. I’m not here to fight, Angelique,” he said with a sigh. “I’ve come to talk.”

She stared at him uneasily, not lowering her wand. “About what?”

“I would like to call a truce.”

Angelique snorted. “Let me get this straight... you lied, which in turn caused me to get banished from Syracuse. You made the man I love despise me. You took everything away from me—everything that was important—and now you want to call a truce?” She laughed bitterly. “Why on God’s green earth would I ever agree to a truce? What would I gain?”

“Your life, for one. And... a seat on the throne, for another,” he replied with a small smile.

Her eyes narrowed. What kind of lies is he spinning now? “What are you talking about?”

With his hands behind his back, Gaylen began to casually stroll around the cave. “I guess I may as well just get right to the point. I would like you to help me destroy the entire Rothhaven family. In turn, I will take over the throne and make you my queen.”

Angelique stared at him in shock. As much as this wicked plot of his shouldn’t have surprised her, it did. She had so many questions and barely knew where to start. “I thought you were indebted to the family?”

She’d heard from Hecate of how King Edward’s great, great-grandfather had helped to free Gaylen after being imprisoned by Segomo, the god of war. After his release, Gaylen had sworn his loyalty to the royal family. 

“Exactly, which is why I need you to help me end it. I pledged my allegiance to them, and can’t break it. But, if they’re gone...” He grinned slyly. “I’ll be set free and will be able to rule the kingdom.”

Angelique was flabbergasted. “Are you mad? Do you honestly believe anyone would allow something like that to happen? Good goddess, even if you were able to kill everyone in the family, you wouldn’t be made king. You’d be hung.”

In the blink of an eye, Gaylen turned himself into Edward’s eldest son, Griffin. “Alas,” he said in Griffin’s voice, “there would be one survivor, dear Angelique. Well...” He chuckled. “So everyone would believe, at least.”

“You’d live and rule as Griffin?” She blinked incredulously at him.

“Yes. I would become the new King of Syracuse and you... you’d be at my side as queen.”

“There’s quite an age difference,” she said dryly. “I doubt anyone would believe that young Griffin would take me as his queen. Plus, I’ve been banished, remember?”

“Yes, but you’d be unbanished, after ‘saving’ Griffin’s life.”

Her ginger eyebrow rose. His underhandedness seemed to have no bounds. The wizard was wicked to the core.

He walked over to her. “He’s almost eighteen, and you are still a very beautiful woman,” the wizard said, giving her an appraising look. “I think he would very much enjoy having you warm his bed. Correction, I would very much enjoy it.”

His words made her skin crawl. She loathed him more than ever. It was bad enough Gaylen had ruined her life, but now he wanted to take the lives of Edward’s children? As furious as she was with the king, Angelique didn’t have it in her heart to be part of such a wicked and diabolical plan. She was about to firmly object when she realized that she might be able to use this scheme of his to her advantage.  

She regarded him carefully, her mind spinning as a plan formed. “I don’t know,” she replied, sounding deliberately apprehensive. Angelique knew that jumping onboard too quickly would look suspicious to a crafty wizard like Gaylen. Especially after their turbulent history together.

“Do you still love Edward?” he asked, morphing into the image of the king himself. “I could be whomever you wanted me to be, you know. We could easily arrange for him to be the only survivor instead.” Edward’s mischievous grin that Angelique loved so much twisted up on his mouth. His blue eyes twinkled with lust.

Angelique’s heart ached as she stared at Edward’s image. As much as he’d let her down, she knew in her heart of hearts that she would never, ever stop loving the man. 

“No,” she lied. “You deceived me once. Why should I trust you now?”

He changed back into his real form and pulled something out from his robes. He opened his hand to reveal a small stone.

“What’s that?” she asked, taking a tentative step forward and staring at it guardedly.

Gaylen handed it to her. “It’s a Truth Stone. It’s spelled so whomever holds it cannot tell a lie.”

She studied the rock, turning it over in her hand. It was black, smooth, and cool to the touch. It looked pretty unimpressive, as far as she was concerned.

“Try lying to me. Go ahead,” he said with a challenging smirk. “Tell me how handsome I am and how you’d love to have me in your bed.”

Angelique made a face. “You already know the truth to that.”

Gaylen sighed. “Maybe, but try telling me otherwise. Go ahead,” he urged, nodding toward the stone.

“Fine.” She took a deep breath. “Gaylen, I...” Angelique’s tongue stopped moving.

The wizard smiled and his eyes began to dance in delight.

She tried again, but just couldn’t seem to get the words out. “I think you are...”

“Try relaxing,” he urged, looking more and more amused by the minute.

“I think you are a repulsive, nasty pig. You make my skin crawl. I would rather die than allow you to ever touch me,” she blurted out, unable to stop herself.

“So, you’re saying we won’t be consummating our marriage?” Gaylen asked dryly, his arms folded across his chest.

“Not in your wildest dreams,” Angelique replied, feeling like a huge weight had been lifted by admitting the truth out loud. The rock seemed to actually compel a person to say what was really on one’s mind, whether they wanted to or not.

His beady eyes regarded her coldly. “Fine. What of Edward? How do you really feel about your king?”

“I will always want him,” she said truthfully. “But, he broke my heart. I will never forget that.”

He stepped closer to her. “Nor, should you.”

Angelique handed him the stone back. “You deceived me the most, however,” she said, backing away from him. “What makes you think I would ever agree to help you in this crusade? You planted that black magic spell book in my home. You ruined my life.”

“What if I told you that at one point, I actually saved it?” he said, flipping the stone between his fingers as if he were going to perform a magic trick.

Her eyes narrowed. “How is that?”

“Edward sent me here to kill you. Just like he did twenty years ago, when you were in the Forest of Ezernon.” 

Her breath caught in her throat and she put a hand on her hip. “What?”

“After you were banished, Edward sent me to look for you. He wanted you dead. Luckily for you, Hecate found you first.”

“I don’t believe you. If that were the case, why didn’t he order my execution instead of simply banishing me?” she asked, the blood rushing to her head. He was holding the stone firmly in his hand now. The words couldn’t have been lies.

“Because Edward wants to look like a fair and just king. You think you know him, but... the truth is you don’t. You never did.”

She stared at him, her eyes filling with tears. “Why would he want me dead?” It was so hard to believe that Edward, the man who’d once held her in his arms and professed his love to her, would order her execution.

“Because of Lizbeth. The plans were already in the works for their wedding, which wasn’t based out of love, but necessity. As are most royal marriages.”

“Yes, I’ve heard it all before,” Angelique spat. “He could only marry someone of his stature.”

“That, and he also needed the backing of Lizbeth’s family’s troops. You obviously don’t recall the conflict between the Rothhavens and King Beauport during that time?”

The last she’d heard was that King Beauport still ruled Darylsyle, which was across the sea. Many had referred to him as the ‘King of Chaos’ because of his reckless madness. It was her understanding that he ruled with an iron fist and had tried to take over Syracuse more than once.

“Yes, I’d heard of it,” she replied. The problem was, she hadn’t given the conflict much thought. Wars were common, especially back then.

“Edward was worried that if Lizbeth found out about you, she’d become upset and tell her father, who wouldn’t have been pleased. He needed their alliance and couldn’t take any chances. You had to disappear.”

“Why not just send me away from the castle to begin with? It seems a little extreme to banish me and wish me dead,” she replied, getting angrier by the minute.

“He didn’t want to take any chances. Now that you’ve returned to Syracuse, he is even more determined to have you killed.”

She gave him a doubtful look.

“The stone never lies,” Gaylen said, his palm open, the stone lying flat on it.

Angelique felt like crying, but she refused do it in front of him. 

“I know you’re bitter, but you should channel your feelings into something more productive. Be angry. Be furious. You certainly have every right.”

That was one thing she definitely agreed upon.

“So, what do you say?” he asked. “Join me? Together, we can make sure the Rothhavens’ reign ends. They certainly don’t deserve to rule Syracuse.”

“Why do you even wish to be king?” she asked. 

“My dear,” he replied with a cold smile. “Make no mistake, I already am the ruler. I have Edward wrapped around my finger, whether he knows it or not.”

“Then why do you need to sit on the throne?”

“Because I’m tired of being in the shadows.”

So, it was really about his vanity.

He went on. “I’ve won wars for their family. I’ve cast away monsters and dragons and every possible horror you can imagine. I have never gotten the respect and honor I deserve. As king—”

“As king? If you’re ruling as Griffin. How can you accomplish that?”

“Because Griffin will build a shrine honoring Gaylen, who will have fallen along with the rest of his family.”

“So, you’re faking your death?” she asked, her eyebrow raised.

“Yes.”

The lengths he was willing to go to astounded Angelique. “And how will you die?” 

He smirked. “Baldour.”

Legend was, Baldour was a black dragon Gaylen had destroyed over a century ago. It was said that the terrifying beast had been the largest and most intelligent of its kind.

Her eyebrows shot up. “Didn’t he die? And by your hand?”

“Yes, of course. But, I will tell the king that Segomo has brought him back to destroy me and the king’s family.”

Angelique shuddered. Even after everything Gaylen had admitted, she wouldn’t forgive or trust him. Not ever. He was as insane as he was evil, and should never be allowed to sit on the throne. But if what he said was true about Edward, he didn’t really deserve it either. Nor did his sons or any of their descendants. Something needed to change and she vowed to be part of it. Just not in the way Gaylen wanted.

“So, what do you say?” he asked, trying to read her expression.

Angelique couldn’t take part in killing the Rothhavens, but she vowed to end their family’s reign over Syracuse and somehow get rid of Gaylen in the process.  

“Very well. I’ll help you. Just tell me what you need me to do,” she said, thankful the despicable wizard couldn’t read what was really on her mind.
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Chapter 5
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Mariselle’s parents were both upset about what had happened in the barn.

“Why would Angelique even show up here, Marcus?” Katriana asked tearfully when the three were back inside the cottage. 

Pacing back and forth, he shrugged. “I don’t know.” He paused and looked at Katriana. “I think we need to move you and Mariselle to the castle temporarily, though. If King Edward will allow it.”

“But, isn’t it even more dangerous at the castle?” Katriana asked, her eyes wide.

“No, on the contrary. I certainly can’t leave you alone here. The soldiers will protect you if you’re at the castle. As will Gaylen.”

“But... Angelique would never hurt me, Papa,” said Mariselle, who was seated at the table. “And, she’s not as mean as everyone makes her out to be.”

Marcus grunted. “She certainly has you hoodwinked,” he said, looking displeased. “Which is why I need to make sure Angelique can’t get anywhere near you again. For all we know, she could have been planning on using you for some kind of sacrifice.”

“Marcus,” gasped Katriana, putting her hand to her chest. “Don’t scare the child like that.”

“We need to put the fear of God in her, Katriana. She’s already defending the evil woman,” he replied angrily.

Katriana sighed.

“She’s not evil,” protested Mariselle.  

Marcus groaned in frustration. “Enough, Mariselle. She was banished from the kingdom because of her wicked ways. Plus, you saw her wand. Gaylen said she received it from Hecate. She’s obviously a very powerful witch now—and who knows what she’s capable of?” 

“Gaylen uses a wand. Wouldn’t that make him evil, too?” Mariselle said stubbornly. 

“Gaylen is a wizard. He has protected this kingdom for centuries and doesn’t use black magic to do it,” said Marcus.

Mariselle frowned. “How do you know he doesn’t?”

“Because it’s forbidden. Now, I don’t want to hear any more about this. You’re going to the castle, where it’s safe.” Marcus looked at Katriana. “Both of you.”

“Can I bring my kittens?” Mariselle asked, afraid he’d say no.

He nodded. “Yes, of course.”

She sighed in relief. 
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A couple hours later, Mariselle stood in front of King Edward and told him about her experience with Angelique. He listened intently, and when she was finished, he questioned her.

“Do you know where she was heading to?” he asked, staring down at her from his chair.

“No, Your Majesty,” she said shyly. Although she adored the king, he was very intimidating, especially when he looked angry. And right now, he very much did.

He tapped his fingers steadily on the throne. “Did she mention me at all?”

“No, Your Majesty.”

The king asked her a few more questions and then turned to Marcus. “It’s good you brought your family here. I believe she might have been toying with Mariselle to try and get to me, somehow. Your family is welcome to stay here in the castle until she’s taken care of.”

Marcus sighed in relief and dipped his head. “Thank you, sire.”

King Edward turned his attention back to Mariselle. “If you run into her again, remember that she’s very deceptive. Those who practice dark magic have an alliance with the Devil. They are all evil. You cannot trust anything that comes from her lips, no matter how nice or beautiful she may seem.” 

Mariselle could see out of the corner of her eye that Queen Lizbeth was no longer smiling. She turned to look at her directly and could see that the queen appeared to be very upset and wondered if it had to do with King Edward calling Angelique “beautiful.” She wanted to tell the queen that she was also beautiful, but couldn’t seem to get the words out.

“Pay attention!” the king scolded.

Jumping, Mariselle’s eyes went back to him. “I’m s... sorry, Your Majesty,” she squeaked, her heart beating a mile a minute. She’d never seen the king look so angry.

His face suddenly relaxed. “I am sorry for raising my voice, lass,” he said, running a hand across his face. “This matter is just very upsetting. Do you understand how important it is that you not fall under her charms?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Mariselle replied, bowing her head. 

“I hope so.” He waved his hand. “Now, why don’t you run along while your parents and I discuss this matter further?”

Mariselle curtsied and then ran out of the throne room to find Princess Eva.
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A short time later, Mariselle found herself in Princess Eva’s bedchamber, getting questioned about Angelique again.  

“You must have been so terrified,” the princess said, wide-eyed. Both girls were lying on the giant bed across from each other.  

“Actually, I wasn’t. She was very nice to me,” Mariselle said shyly, hoping that the princess wouldn’t get angry at her for admitting it.

“You’re lucky then, because I’m fairly certain she wanted to kill us. Certainly Gaylen.”

Mariselle’s eyes widened. “What did she do?”

Princess Eva told her what had happened when Angelique had appeared the night before in the castle.

“So, she only tried attacking Gaylen?” Mariselle asked, still having a hard time believing that Angelique was as horrible as everyone said. 

“Yes. Of course, he didn’t give her a chance to hurt any of us, though.” She sighed. “I’m sure she would have done something horrible if he hadn’t set her on fire.”

Mariselle’s mouth fell open. “He set her on fire?”

Eva nodded. “Yes. Didn’t you see any burns on her?”

“No. I didn’t see anything wrong with her at all.” In fact, she was beautiful, Mariselle thought.

“If she wasn’t burned then she must have found a way to stop the spell.”

Mariselle lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “I guess?”

A sharp rap on the door interrupted their conversation.

“Yes?” Princess Eva called, sitting up.

The door opened and her four brothers entered the bedchamber. 

“What’s going on?” she asked them.

“Nothing. We just wanted to find out what happened with Angelique,” Prince Griffin said, as they approached the bed.

Mariselle looked up at the oldest prince and thought he was already looking like a grownup instead of the boy she used to play with. Looking at each one individually, she licked her lips and launched into the story yet again.

“You’re lucky she didn’t hurt you,” Alexander said, narrowing blue eyes at her while standing next to the fireplace with his arms folded. “Did you see her wand?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Too bad you couldn’t have taken it from her,” Zackary said. “Maybe you could have even found a way to kill her with it.”

Mariselle frowned. “Angelique was really nice to me. She even helped find the kittens. I could never hurt her.”

“She’d hurt you, though,” Griffin replied. “It’s good your father brought you here.”

“Yeah,” Mathias said, puffing out his chest. “We’ll protect you, Mariselle.”

She smiled. “Thank you.”

Another knock sounded at the door. This time, it was the queen.

“My goodness,” she said, smiling at everyone. “You’re having a party and didn’t invite me?”

“We were just talking about Angelique,” said the princess.

Queen Lizbeth’s smile faded. “Don’t waste another breath discussing such dark matters. Now, it’s time to eat. Get changed and cleaned up, and meet us in the dining hall.”

“What about Mariselle?” Princess Eva asked as the boys rushed past their mother and out of the chamber.

The queen looked at Mariselle, who was still lying on the bed.

Realizing she’d forgotten her manners, Mariselle quickly got up and curtsied. “I’m sorry for my rudeness, Your Majesty.”

“Never you mind, young one.” The queen looked at her one and only daughter. “And... of course she’s invited for dinner, just as her parents are,” she said. “Loan her one of your old dresses, Eva. I’m sure you must have something stored away that will fit her, from when you were younger.”

The princess smiled and nodded.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Mariselle said, curtsying again.

“Of course. While you’re staying with us, you’ll be sharing all meals. We wouldn’t have it any other way,” she commented, walking toward the door. She turned and smiled. “Just, don’t be late, girls.”

“We won’t,” they said in unison.

Princess Eva bounded off the bed and went into the wardrobe. After ruffling through it, she found a light-blue satin gown. While it was a little loose on Mariselle, she didn’t mind. The dress was like nothing she’d ever owned before, and she almost felt like a princess herself. 

“I bet Mother would let you keep it,” Eva said with a smile as Mariselle twirled in the gown. “I certainly couldn’t fit into anymore, anyway, and it looks beautiful on you.”

Mariselle inhaled sharply, her eyes widening. “Really? You think I could actually have it?”

Princess Eva nodded. “I’ll ask Mother, but I can’t see why not.”

Mariselle ran over and gave her a hug. “I love you,” she said breathlessly. “I wish you were my sister. And not just because you’re a princess.”

She chuckled and hugged her back. “I’d love to have a sister. Of course, no sister of mine could ever go to supper without having her hair done by Sondra.”

Mariselle stepped back. “Really?” she asked, excited. She’d never had her hair styled by anyone but her mother.

“Yes.” The princess motioned to her maid, who was hanging up some of the gowns Eva had tossed aside while searching for one for Mariselle. “We don’t have a lot of time. Can you braid her hair quickly?”

“Yes, of course, Your Highness,” Sondra replied, winking at Mariselle.
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Chapter 6
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Mariselle followed Eva into dining hall, where her mother and Eva’s brothers were seated at the royal table. Behind them were several guards dressed in full armor. Their presence made Mariselle nervous, especially the tallest one, whose eyes were cold enough to give her goosebumps. 

As they drew closer, Mariselle’s attention was drawn to the large feast laid out. It appeared there was everything from roasted chicken and pig, to berries, nuts, and some kind of pudding.  

Noticing the girls, the four boys stood up, as did Katriana.

“Good evening, Your Highness,” Mariselle’s mother said to the princess, curtsying. “You look very lovely this evening.”

Princess Eva thanked her.

“Your preparations took longer than necessary, I believe,” the queen said to her daughter as everyone sat back down. “I almost out sent a search party for you.”

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Princess Eva replied, looking embarrassed. “It was my fault. I wanted Mariselle to look pretty.”

“Likely excuse. Mariselle always looks pretty,” Griffin said with a charming smile. 

Mariselle blushed and grinned back at him. She wanted to tell him that he also looked very handsome, but was too shy. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

Winking, he grabbed a grape and popped it into his mouth. 

“My goodness,” Katriana said, her eyes wide. “I hope you thanked Princess Eva for allowing you to borrow such a beautiful gown.”

“She most certainly did,” said the princess, answering for her.

“Good. You’re too kind, Princess,” Katriana said, her eyes misting. “As are all of you for taking us in.”

“It’s our pleasure,” the queen replied with a warm smile.  

Mariselle sat next to her mother. “Where’s Papa?”

“To be honest, I’m not quite sure,” she replied. 

“He’s with the king,” Queen Lizbeth said, taking a sip of wine. “I imagine they should be joining us shortly, however.”

Mariselle stared in awe at the sparkly rings on the queen’s fingers. Rubies, emeralds, and sapphires glittered as she set her goblet down. She recalled a conversation between her parents in regards to the queen’s clothing and jewelry. Her father had claimed that the cost of one gown could feed a family for a year. From his tone, Mariselle could tell that he hadn’t approved, either. 

The sound of clanging metal and footsteps drew everyone’s attention.

“Speaking of which, I think that must be them, now,” the queen said, sitting back in her chair.

King Edward, along with Mariselle’s father and six soldiers, entered the dining area. Everyone around the table, including the queen this time, rose in greeting.

“Darling, I’m so glad you’re able join us,” she said, when Edward kissed her cheek. “You must be famished.”

“Actually, I’ve lost most of my appetite,” he said with a scowl, sitting down. 

“I’m sure, but you need to eat to keep up your strength,” she replied.

He nodded. 

Everyone else took their seats.

“Have you seen Gaylen?” King Edward asked. “He seems to have disappeared again.”

Her eyebrows knitted together. “Really?” she replied, grabbing the wine jug. She reached over and filled his goblet. “Well, I certainly haven’t seen him. Not that I was looking for Gaylen to begin with.”

“He must be still on his mission. Hopefully, he’ll have some good news when he arrives,” the king said, reaching for a chicken leg.

“Does he know about Angelique’s visit to the Langers?” Queen Lizbeth asked, indicating to where Mariselle and Katriana sat.

“No. I haven’t seen him since early this morning,” the king replied between chews. 

A flash of light appeared, and suddenly, the wizard himself was standing in the dining hall. Having never seen him before, Mariselle stared at the mage with wide eyes.  

“What do you know? Ask, and ye shall receive,” the queen murmured, taking another sip of her wine.

“Your Majesty,” Gaylen said, stepping toward the table. “Forgive me for interrupting, but I need to speak with you at once.”

“Can it not wait?” Queen Lizbeth said, looking irritated. “The king is eating his supper.”

“Indeed. You may join us,” King Edward said, licking his fingers. He nodded toward an empty chair. “Sit, Gaylen.”

“Thank you, sire,” Gaylen replied as King Edward grabbed another piece of chicken and took a bite. “I really do feel that it’s imperative we talk in private now, however.”

The king finished chewing and dropped the chicken onto his plate with a clank. “You have news of Angelique?”

He nodded. 

The queen sighed. “Then why don’t you just share it with the rest of us? Tell us, wizard, did you manage to do your job and get rid of her?”

Gaylen despised Queen Lizbeth and couldn’t wait to see the life snuffed out of her cold blue eyes. As far as the king, he’d served under much worst tyrants. If anything, Edward was too soft. The fact that he had mere commoners feasting at his table demonstrated that fact. When he became the new ruler, things would definitely change.
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