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Prologue 

rincess Raina de la Roche of the Kingdom of Rawcliffe 
sat on a window seat of the castle’s tallest tower and 
sighed. If it weren’t for the fact that it was a perfectly nat-

ural position and a perfectly natural sigh, the scene would have 
been the worst sort of cliché; the lovelorn princess longing for 
her prince. And Raina was the farthest thing from being swept 
up in some romantic entanglement. She was irritated. 

This was her favorite spot in the castle with her favorite 
view. Rolling hills dotted with massive trees stretched out into 
the distance. The sapphire sky made everything even more vivid 
and beautiful. On any other day, spending even a few minutes 
enjoying the scenery would’ve put Raina in a better mood, but 
her present troubles couldn’t be so easily resolved. 

The tower room was quiet, though Raina could hear delicate 
footsteps ascending the stairs, and she knew who they belonged 
to. With another sigh, Raina steeled herself for what was coming. 

“Oh, sweetheart, here you are,” said her mother when she 
reached the top. Her voice sounded perfectly surprised, as 
though this moment was nothing more than a happy coinci-
dence. Raina knew better. 

P 



Geoff rey P .  Ward’s  Gu ide to Ques t ing  

2  

“I thought you might need a snack,” she said. Lifting her 
hand, Queen Christiana offered the most beautiful apple. Its skin 
was a deep shade of red. The shape was perfectly symmetrical. 
The thing practically screamed at Raina to eat it. Taking the ap-
ple from her mother, Raina looked at the brilliant gleam of the 
peel for a moment before chucking the apple right out of the win-
dow and into the moat below. 

“No more poisoned apples, Mom,” said Raina, stomping 
past her mother and down the stairs. 

“It’s for your own good, Raina!” 
Her mother followed, and Raina kept a wary eye out. 

Dodging the apple wouldn’t do any good if she got jabbed with a 
cursed spinning needle in her back; it wouldn’t be the first time 
her mother had tried that approach. Or second. Or third. Really, 
the woman should give up on poisons and curses in general, but 
Queen Christiana was a persistent creature, and Raina knew bet-
ter than to let her guard down. 

“I don’t want to be happily ever aftered off,” said Raina. 
“I know you don’t, and I don’t want you to, either. I never 

wanted you to follow the damsel in distress path,” said her 
mother with perfectly crafted disgust on the last words, “but you 
haven’t been able to find your loving prince on your own. Some-
times things need a little push.” 

Raina stopped and turned to face her. “I’m happy, Mom. I 
am, and I’d rather stay here than put my life in the hands of fate 
and take whatever guy breaks the curse.” 

“You wouldn’t have to do this if you would be the warrior 
princess I trained you to be,” she said with a stomp. An actual 
stomp. There were moments like this when Raina wondered if 
she and Queen Christiana were related, though everyone swore 
on all the stars in the heavens that Raina was her flesh and blood 
daughter. 

“I don’t want to lead armies or fight, either,” said Raina. And 
this wasn’t a battle she wanted to get into again. 

“You don’t understand how lucky you are,” said her mother 
with a dignified harrumph and a cross of her arms. “My mother 
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was never this open-minded. She insisted I be the perfect prin-
cess and find my perfect prince. I didn’t curse you the minute 
you turned sixteen. I had you trained for a much greater future 
than mine. I never had a choice in the matter. You do.” 

“As long as I choose what you want,” replied Raina, but her 
mother ignored her, continuing on as if Raina hadn’t spoken. 

“Instead, you throw it back in my face and refuse to be the 
free and strong woman I’ve raised you to be. If you would simply 
take up your sword and be that warrior princess you were born 
to be, everything would be fine. But you won’t, so I’m forced to 
take a more conventional route.” Her mother spoke with such 
conviction and melodramatic martyrdom that if Raina hadn’t 
had this exact same argument with her mother dozens and doz-
ens of times before, Raina might have backed down. 

And that was when Raina turned around and walked away. 
Hogwash. That perfectly described the hypocritical idiocy of her 
mother’s words. 

“Please, Raina, just listen!” called her mother, and Raina 
hurried faster down the hall because she knew her mother would 
never be so unregal as to run after her. For all her preaching 
about being a ‘modern’, non-princess stereotype, her mother re-
sorted to very princess-like behavior more often than not. 

“It’s my fault you weren’t gifted as a baby!” her mother con-
tinued to call. “Now, you’re paying the price. Let me make it 
right.” 

Another argument that might have worked if Raina hadn’t 
spent her life hearing her mother bemoan the ‘mistake’ she’d 
made with her two eldest daughters. Poor Queen Christiana, the 
mother of the reject princesses. Raina couldn’t handle her 
moods anymore. 

Making it to her room, Raina slipped inside, locking the 
door behind her. Leaning against the wood, Raina gave another 
sigh. Today was a day for a multitude of sighs. 

“Is she gone?” 
Raina nearly shrieked but caught it before she made a fool 

of herself. With the swaths of gauzy fabric hanging from the 
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frame of the four poster bed, Raina hadn’t seen her sister sitting 
there. Raina joined her sister on the bed, crawling up next to her. 

“I think so,” said Raina. “But she’s not going to give up. I’ll 
need to be more careful about what I eat and drink from now on. 
And sleep with one eye open.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Heloise. 
Yet another sigh. “It’s not your fault Mother is crazy.” 
That was an epithet used frequently when speaking of 

Queen Christiana. Though generally viewed as a lovely woman, 
she fostered ideas that many would call insane if she were any-
thing less than royal. As is, most dubbed her eccentric. After all, 
what rational queen would choose to defy convention and refuse 
a fairy blessing for her baby girls? 

To the bewilderment of every royal and noble-born in the 
land, Queen Christiana had done exactly that when her eldest 
two daughters were born. No matter what anyone else said, the 
queen knew her sweet little Raina and Heloise were so beautiful 
and perfect that they had no need for extra blessings. Personally, 
Raina believed her mother had thought she and her husband 
were so beautiful that their children would naturally be just as 
handsome. What the lady didn’t count on was that Christiana 
herself had been blessed by a fairy as a baby, and her looks were 
less natural and more magical in nature. And fairy gifts do not 
pass down through bloodlines. 

From what Raina saw in herself and her sister, she guessed 
Heloise possessed her mother’s natural figure, while Raina had 
inherited her mother’s natural features. Neither of which 
worked well for the girls. 

For all of the queen’s philosophies and ideals, Christiana 
had not made the same mistake when her third daughter had 
arrived several years later.  Though barely in her teens, Princess 
Victoria was widely hailed as an angel among men, which left 
Raina and Heloise looking even poorer in comparison. Not that 
Raina minded. Sure, she wished her mouth wasn’t so wide, her 
nose wasn’t so large, and her coloring more striking and less 
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bland, but Raina had long ago learned to accept what she could 
not change. 

Which was exactly why she needed to leave home. Changing 
her features wasn’t possible, but changing her living situation 
was. 

“I think it may be time to leave Rawcliffe,” said Raina, giving 
voice to the thought that had been churning in her head for sev-
eral years now. Ever since her twenty-third birthday, her mother 
had become increasingly insistent on helping her unfortunate 
looking daughter find happiness. Or rather, the queen’s idea of 
happiness. 

Now that Raina’s twenty-fifth had passed, her mother was 
getting a bit too forceful about it. 

“Leave?” asked Heloise. 
“Go find a life of our own,” said Raina. “I’ve saved some 

money, and I want to use it to buy us a cottage somewhere. We 
could get a job.” 

“A job?” Heloise raised her golden eyebrows. Her hair was 
such a lovely shade, like ripening wheat. Raina had grown past 
the stage of being jealous over it, since her own was a rather plain 
shade of brown. Mud brown, to be precise. But then, Raina was 
more than grateful she didn’t have to deal with Heloise’s bur-
dens. Queen Christiana was quite strict with Heloise’s diet, only 
allowing her daughter the bare minimum to survive. Even if she 
never lost a pound from her hefty girth. 

“I want to teach,” said Raina. “I’d love that. And you could 
be a seamstress.” 

Heloise’s eyes glowed at that, but it quickly dimmed. “That 
sounds wonderful, but…” She stopped, nibbling on her plump 
lip. “I don’t want to go.” 

That surprised Raina, but before she could say a word, Hel-
oise blurted out. “I’m in love, and I don’t want to leave him!” 

Raina’s eyes widened, and then she twisted to grab her sister 
in a hug. “Oh, that’s wonderful. Who is it?” 

But when Raina pulled back, she saw tears rolling down Hel-
oise’s chubby cheeks. “It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t know I exist, 
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but I keep hoping that he’ll see me and fall head over heels for 
me.” 

“He’d be a fool not to,” said Raina. 
Heloise shook her head. “I’m a fool to think he will. He’s so 

handsome and dashing, and so very kind. He could have any 
woman he wants.” 

Listening to her talk, Raina’s mind flashed to several seem-
ingly insignificant memories, piecing them together in a new 
way until she was certain that Heloise’s heart desired none other 
than Prince Conrad. The same Prince Conrad who Queen Chris-
tiana had shipped into Rawcliffe in the hopes of a future union 
between him and Raina; a prince on hand to break whatever 
curse finally befell Raina. 

And that revelation cemented Raina’s plans. If there was 
any chance for Heloise and Conrad to end up together, it would 
require Raina to be out of the picture since the queen insisted on 
throwing Conrad and Raina together every chance she got. 

“Don’t give up, Heloise,” said Raina. 
Climbing off the bed, she went to pack. As pathetic as it was 

to admit that a grown woman needed to, Raina knew it was time 
to run away from home.



 

7 

Chapter 1   
Several Decades Ago 

rmina MaKaye believed in destiny. Rather, she believed 
her destiny was far greater than the pedestrian life 
around her. A belief that was confirmed at the ripe old 

age of seven when a fortune teller promised her that she would 
bear seven babies, the last of whom would bring glory to her and 
her family. From that moment, Ermina never doubted her life 
was bound for greatness. 

For you see, Ermina was a seventh daughter. It’s true that 
seventh daughters of seventh daughters don’t get as much hype 
as their male counterparts, but they shouldn’t be underesti-
mated. Being blessed with the gift of foresight may not be as 
flashy as healing any illness or injury with a single touch or per-
fect luck, but it would do wonders for Ermina’s future. All she 
had to do was position herself in order to capitalize on it. 

That fortune teller’s prophecy alone could have leveraged 
Ermina a much better marriage than she chose, but she wasn’t 
stupid. The more humble a hero’s origin story, the more epic his 
tale will be. Or heroine, in this case. Either way, she wanted great 
things for her daughter, and that meant turning down the 
mayor’s son, the tax collector, and any of the other dozen men 

E 
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who asked for her hand in hopes of being father to such an es-
teemed and blessed child. Oh, no. Ermina would have none of 
them. Instead, she chose a farmer with only a few acres of barren 
soil and a bone-thin horse to his name. 

Truth be told, it was not clear if the young farmer wanted to 
marry her in the first place or she bullied him into it, but in the 
end, she married the poorest man in the area and moved into a 
shack with a leaky roof. 

Ermina loved to tell people about her auspicious wedding 
day in which the most perfect ladybird beetle landed on her 
hand, directly atop her brand new wedding band. Ermina knew 
that the seven spots on its back were a divine manifestation of 
her future seven daughters. Everyone in the village whispered 
about that stroke of good luck and what a grand future was in 
store for the new family, but they probably wouldn’t have been 
so impressed if they knew Ermina had stood in the field for six 
hours with pollen and honey smeared on her wedding ring to at-
tract the little bugs. Or if they knew that most ladybirds have 
seven spots on their back. But old wives tales rarely require facts 
to be proven true. 

With as much speed as she could manage, Ermina popped 
out six perfect baby girls, each one given the love and attention 
one would expect for filler children. Then the blessed day ar-
rived. Ermina was pregnant with her foretold seventh child. 

Still, Ermina didn’t leave anything to chance. She used up 
every good luck herb in town concocting poultices and rubs that 
were guaranteed to ensure the desired outcome. There wasn’t a 
rabbit left in the county that had all four of its paws still attached. 
Every lucky horseshoe and penny was nailed to the eaves of her 
home until the shoddy timbers groaned beneath the weight. 

Using a number of other tricks, Ermina induced labor on the 
seventh day of the seventh month at seven o’clock in the morn-
ing. Though how she got it that exact, no one knows exactly, but 
whatever she did is probably best left unknown. There were 
those who claim three ravens cawed three times outside her win-
dow and a perfect rainbow arched over the house, but by that 
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time, Ermina was more focused on greeting her beloved seventh 
daughter. 

The moment arrived, and the midwife presented Ermina’s 
beautiful baby boy. Me. 

If I’d known what my mother had in store for me, I would’ve 
headed out the door the minute I learned how to crawl. As is, I 
was forced to learn this the long, hard way, and that is what this 
story is really about. And it really begins on my eighteenth birth-
day. 

Birthdays are a day to celebrate, and an eighteenth birthday 
is cause for even greater celebration. Fancy foods, delicious 
sweets, and even a present or two. My family never had much, 
so our festivities focused mainly on the idea that we were grate-
ful to have survived another year. My mother put an extra head 
of cabbage into the cabbage soup for dinner, and my father did 
the birthday child’s chores for them. For an auspicious occasion 
like an eighteenth birthday, we might even get a new hat or lux-
ury of luxury, a new blanket. 

What I wasn’t expecting was a bucketful of ice cold water 
dumped on my head at the crack of dawn. 

“Get up, Geoffrey!” said Ma, yanking me out of bed and 
shoving on my shoes. “Time to go out into the world!” 

She sounded ecstatic about the idea, but I could barely 
move. Frozen to the bone and startled out of my sleep, I was in 
no state to think, yet before I knew it, I was standing on the door-
step, the hovel’s door slamming shut behind me. I had shoes on 
my feet and clothes on my back, but not a single other thing. Not 
even a hat for my head or a blanket to sleep with. Happy birthday 
to me. 

The lock slid shut, barring me from my home, and Ma’s 
voice rang through the door, “Make me proud!” 

I shouldn’t have been surprised. I really shouldn’t have. I 
don’t know why I hadn’t expected it. This was my mother, after 
all. She’d been counting down the hours and minutes to this mo-
ment since the day I was born. To anyone else, my ill-favored 
gender would’ve ruined their carefully laid plans, but Ermina 
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MaKaye Ward would never let a little something like that keep 
her from getting what she wanted. 

Which is how I ended up soaking wet and standing on the 
doorstep at the crack of dawn on my eighteenth birthday. It was 
time for me to start my destiny. I just wished I was a little more 
awake to face it. 

And then a pebble hit the side of my head. Another added 
bonus on the celebration of my birth. It took another couple be-
fore I found my sister, Giselle, peeking out at me from behind a 
tree. When I came over to her, she pulled me behind it, blocking 
the two of us from view. 

“I can’t believe you didn’t prepare for this,” she said. She 
didn’t even have the decency to hide the humor in her tone. “You 
had to know Ma would do something like this. Luckily, I’m here 
to take care of things.” 

“I packed a few things. I wish I had more…” she said, her 
voice trailing off as she dropped a bag into my arms. 

Suddenly, my birthday took a massive upswing. It had to be 
one of the best birthday presents I had ever received. Granted, 
the previous holder of the title “Best Birthday Present” was an 
orange she gave me a couple years before that. I’m still not sure 
how Giselle got it, but it was one of the most delicious things I 
had ever eaten in my young life. 

I stared at the bag for a moment and then at her. Leaving 
her was the hardest part about setting off into the wide world. It 
wasn’t like it would be the last time I’d see her, but it was scary 
to think of leaving my sister alone. Sure, she had Ma and Da, but 
they weren’t great company on good days. There are things I 
wished I had the guts to say aloud, but being vocally affection 
wasn’t something that ran in our family. Neither was being phys-
ically affectionate. Affection itself wasn’t our strong point, but I 
mustered enough of a backbone to give her an awkward one-
armed while still clutching the bag kind of hug. 

“Don’t let them bully you into marrying Bernard,” I said. I 
coughed as if that would cover the tremor in my voice. “Hold out 
for your soldier boy, if that’s who you want.” 



M.A.  Nicho l s  

1 1  

Giselle leaned back, her face burning red. It was too easy to 
tease her. She’d never admit it aloud, but anyone with eyes could 
see her going all goo-goo over the soldier who accompanied the 
Royal Tax Collector into town. The only thing more nauseating 
than her was the way he tripped over himself whenever he 
caught sight of her.  

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, brushing her hands 
down her nightgown and pulling her ratty shawl tighter around 
her shoulders. 

“What was his name? Mark?” I asked, knowing full well it 
was Merek. I didn’t know the guy well, but he was head and 
shoulders better than any of the local guys Ma and Pa had been 
trying to pawn her off onto. Not that Giselle needed help finding 
someone. She could be a heroine in her own right, if only she 
were brainless or biddable. Thank goodness she wasn’t. The last 
thing I wanted for her was to be bartered off into a lukewarm 
marriage like the rest of my sisters. 

“Get along,” she said, turning me around and shoving me 
towards the road. “Be careful.” 

“Always,” I said before letting my feet take me onto the near-
est adventure.
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Chapter 2 

 put the quill down on my desk and looked at the pages I 
had written. Publishing my memoirs wasn’t something I’d 
ever planned to do. There’s something so very narcissistic 

about thinking that the world needs to hear the intimate details 
of your life, and I never thought that would be me. But I made a 
critical error when I wrote the Guide to Villainy. All it took was 
one little mention of my less than villainous background, and 
fans and clients have been clamoring for more information. A 
hero turned villain? How could that be? Cue gasps (and an eye-
roll from me). It’s not like there’s that fine a line between the two 
roles. 

Frankly, I’m not sure how interesting my story really is, but 
I’ve been playing around with scribbling it down if for no other 
reason than being able to stop having to answer the same ques-
tions and recite the same stories over and over. Perhaps if I rec-
orded it and send it out into the world, I would stop being forced 
into reciting the details and just hand people a copy of my mem-
oirs instead. 

So, it became a pet project. Something to work on when I 
had a few free moments. I still have no idea what I’m going to do 
with it, but I will admit that it’s been a bit fun to write it all down. 
I’m not sure if it was possible to really capture the journey, but I 

I 
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was thrilled with how much work I was getting done. The words 
were flying from my head onto the page. Of course, it was going 
to need a lot of polishing and rewriting, but at the moment, I 
focused on getting the story out as I remembered it. 

And then a knock came at the door. It was a distinct knock. 
One that told me as clearly as if the door was open who was on 
the other side. Only my secretary could convey annoyance with 
that little sound. 

“Yes?” I said, and the door opened. 
Ms. Swindlehurst was a dried husk of a lady with scowl lines 

wrinkling her face; I’m sure Ms. Swindlehurst had never smiled, 
thus not a single one of those lines could of the laugh variety. 

“Letter for you,” she said, handing it deliberately to me. I 
already knew what would be in the letter. Any other regular cor-
respondence was given to me with a casual toss onto my desk or 
my inbox. Coming in solely for this one letter and handing it to 
me as if it were made of china told me one thing—I wasn’t going 
to like what was inside it. 

I should’ve chucked it in the trash. I should’ve fired Ms. 
Swindlehurst for such impertinence or at the very least trans-
ferred her to another section of the company. But the fact was 
that she was so good at her job and so efficient at being the gate-
keeper to my office that I would never think of letting her go. If 
pandering to her quirks meant I got to keep a very good secre-
tary, it was worth it. 

I broke the seal and scanned the contents. The usual gar-
bage. “Cease and desist plaguing our kingdom”, or in other 
words, I was ruining their lives and needed to stop. They even 
tried appealing to my better nature while begging me to quit 
helping villains ruin them. If only they understood that I didn’t 
have a better nature when it came to the royals. Too many of 
them were doing more than their fair share of ruining kingdoms; 
they didn’t deserve to hog all the fun. 

When I finished, I crumpled it up and tossed it where it be-
longed. Ms. Swindlehurst’s eyes narrowed, but I met her gaze. 
She’d never go so far as to lecture me about right and wrong and 
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how I needed to mend my wicked ways, but it was always fun to 
see if I could goad her into it. 

“Is there anything else?” I asked, daring her to speak up.  
Ms. Swindlehurst was a funny lady. Not the ha-ha, holding 

my sides while I double over laughing type of funny, but the bla-
tantly hypocritical funny. A villain hater working for a villainy 
consulting firm. I’ve never been able to figure out how she ab-
solved her guilt or reconciled her morals and her career, but then 
again, I don’t think it had as much to do with logic as much as 
liking her big fat paycheck. It’s amazing how moralistically fluid 
the self-righteous can be when greed comes into play. After all, 
she wasn’t directly helping villains, so she slept well at night in 
her very comfortable home paid for by villain income. 

“Lord Doome wants to put in another order of gargoyles for 
his Fortress of Terror,” she said. 

Lord Doome aka The Disaster in the Making. Or not even in 
the making. Just The Disaster. 

But it was my own fault for taking on the guy. For all my 
condemning talk about self-righteous hypocrites, I’d gone 
against my own better judgment when he waved a big enough 
stack of money under my nose. In my defense, I hadn’t been 
morally opposed to his plans. Ethics wasn't the issue, just idiocy. 
Doome was an apt choice for his moniker. As in doomed to fail-
ure. And the amount of money he offered was enough to allow 
for some significant expansion in my business. For that, I could 
handle a headache for a few months, and with the way he was 
going, Lord Doome wouldn’t be my problem for much longer. 

Gargoyles. Ugh. 
As much as I wanted to fight him on the wasteful expense, it 

wasn’t worth the energy anymore. It had reached the point 
where it was time to cut losses and do damage control. The guy 
was bound to end up in a lethal situation if I didn’t do something 
to help him. 

“Put in the order,” I said, “but also put in a stop order on the 
extra soldiers he wanted. He’s got enough that he won’t notice 
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the difference. Divert those funds and add it to the emergency 
bank.” 

She gave me a terse, unhappy nod (like all her nods tended 
to be) and turned to leave. 

“Oh, and send Donald to the Fortress of Terror,” I added. 
“Donald?” asked Merek. A moment later, my brother-in-law 

poked his head inside my office with a puzzled look. “Why him?” 
Ms. Swindlehurst stepped aside so Merek could enter, and 

she gave him a Ms. Swindlehurst smile, which was less of an ac-
tual upturn of her lips and more of an easing of her frown. 

“Thank you for the cookies, Lavinia,” Merek said as the 
crone left. “The children adored them.” 

And I swear, Ms. Swindlehurst blushed. I don’t know how 
Merek had her so thoroughly wrapped around his finger, but he 
was the only one who ever got anything but glacial glares from 
her, let alone cookies. Until he started calling her Lavinia, I was 
convinced her first name was ‘Ms.’. 

She left, and Merek plopped himself in the chair opposite 
my desk, setting a satchel on the floor beside him. Stretching out 
his legs, he rested his elbows on the chair’s arms. “So, why Don-
ald?” 

“Lord Doome,” I said with the appropriate gravity such a ri-
diculous name deserved, “is determined to get himself killed. I’m 
trying to avoid that and give him other opportunities when his 
villainy career goes up in flames. The only thing he really likes 
about being a villain is the drama, so acting seems like a good fit 
for his future. I’m sending Donald as his ‘villainy’ coach—” 

“But Donald’s really going to be his acting coach,” said 
Merek with a smile. 

I nodded. “Doome’s burning through his cash, so I’m going 
to put some aside for a rainy day. Hopefully, when this is all over, 
he’ll be able to start a theatre troupe. Now, did you have a reason 
to be here or did you just want to bug me?” 

Merek gave me a smile. “Can’t it be both, dear brother-in-
law of mine?” 
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Leaning back into my chair, I folded my arms and waited for 
him to get to the point. 

“My guys found a princess,” he said. 
“And?” 
“They brought her here.” 
I shot forward in my seat. “Are you kidding me? You brought 

a Wanderer into our headquarters? Are you insane?” 
Merek’s smile quirked up. Sometimes the guy could be so 

annoying. “She’s not a Wanderer. She doesn’t have a prince and 
isn’t looking for one. She says she wants to buy a little cottage 
and become a teacher.” 

I snorted, leaning back once more. Merek was a smart guy; 
I couldn’t understand how he’d been duped like that. “Then she’s 
not a princess.” 

Merek pulled open the satchel on the floor, pulled out a cir-
clet and put it on my desk. “She was trying to barter this for a 
bag of groceries at the market in Talonsmede. We stopped her 
from being scammed and brought her here because it seemed 
less dangerous than leaving her to get into trouble right on our 
doorstep.” 

“If she is what she says then she’s an anomaly,” I said, star-
ing at the circlet. There was no mistaking it was finely crafted, 
but it is far more simply designed than most royal headdresses 
I’ve seen. No jewels or sparkly bits, only a tin cord of silver 
wound into a series of curls and flourishes that looked like vines. 

“And anomalies are dangerous, which is why I thought it 
best to keep an eye on her,” said Merek. 

“But bringing her here goes against the basic tenets of suc-
cessful villainy,” I said. “Don’t bring princesses home. That’s one 
of the first rules of the game.” 

“That only applies to kidnapped princesses,” said Merek 
with a shrug. 

I gave him a raised eyebrow. “So, she came willingly?” 
Merek hemmed and hawed, though he didn’t look properly 

repentant. “Not exactly.” 
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“Geez, Merek,” I said with a groan. Seriously, I love my 
brother-in-law, but I have to say that I was really questioning his 
judgment. He may have been the head of my soldier division, a 
skilled fighter, and brilliant tactician, but the guy had a weakness 
for damsels in distress, which had only grown worse after my 
sister passed. But he usually had more sense than this. 

I sighed and scratched at my chin. “I guess you better bring 
her in, so I can see what we’re dealing with.” 

I had no idea what I was going to do, but I had to do some-
thing immediately. I couldn’t have a princess on the premises. 
Princesses were a plague that brought doom and destruction 
with them wherever they went. I may have been really good at 
my job, but even I had limits when it came to counteracting a 
princess’s potency. Besides, one of the reasons I was really good 
at my job was because I didn't get mixed up with princesses in 
the first point. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, 
and all that. 

Of course, the lady they dragged into my office didn’t look 
like a princess. Mad was a kind way to describe what she was. 
And I do not mean the artistic way of using ‘mad’, as if I’m too 
polite to simply say that someone is unstable, insane, or out of 
their gourd. No, I mean angry. One of the soldiers got too close, 
and she gave him an elbow to his ribs. This was all punctuated 
with a stream of epithets where she questioned their intelli-
gence, birth, and manhood. 

“And the horse you rode in on!” she finished as they forced 
her into the seat Merek had vacated. Turning her attention to 
me, she gave me a furious look that warned me I needed to sleep 
with one eye open. “Who do you and your goons think you are to 
kidnap me?” 

I was speechless. Everything about this situation was 
speechless worthy. This princess was already acting unlike any 
princess I had ever met, and I’ve met my fair share of them. 
However, there was something very amusing about the situa-
tion. Really, it was her indignation. She’d worked herself up into 
a very un-princesslike state, her face flush with anger, her hair 
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tumbling out of her braids. And if I wasn’t mistaken, there was a 
dot of blood on her cheek that told me she must have done some 
damage to my men while they “assisted her” here. 

“I’m Geoffrey P. Ward,” I said. 
Her eyebrows rose as her eyes widened. “The villain consult-

ant?” 
“You’ve heard of me?” Okay, that raised the weird level of 

this moment. Kings, princes, heroes, sure. Most of them were 
familiar with my name, but in my experience princesses didn’t 
tend to care about anything outside of their Rescuer. 

“I read your book,” she said. “It's interesting, though a bit 
harsh when it comes to princesses.” 

Honestly, if I had been shocked before, it was nothing com-
pared to this new revelation. I like to think I covered it with a 
suitably relaxed and disinterested air. I’m not sure I was success-
ful, but since you weren't there to see it, I’m going to claim it was 
perfectly calm and collected. 

“I’m sure you did, Princess—” I said, prompting her. 
“Raina de la Roche of the Kingdom of Rawcliffe.” 
“You’re the eldest daughter of King Ancelot and Queen 

Christiana?” I could barely believe it. Don’t get me wrong, I’d 
heard rumors about the eldest two de la Roche daughters, and 
none of them were very flattering. The two princesses who’d 
been denied their rightful fairy blessings. The way they’d been 
painted, I would have expected the princess before me to look 
more like an ogre. But that only validated my beliefs that non-
villains are idiots. Simply because she wasn’t an ethereal beauty 
like the other bland princesses dotting the land, they painted her 
as a hideous beast, which was far from the truth. 

“What are you doing all the way out in Talonsmede?” I 
asked. 

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business,” she said with a 
sniff before folding her arms to give me a haughty look. Unfor-
tunately for her, I’ve been given more than my fair share of 
haughty looks in my life, and hers definitely needed some work. 
It works best if that superiority comes from deep inside a person, 
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and it was easy to see that Princess Raina didn’t have that. In-
dignant was what she was. Perturbed, sure. Haughty, no. 

“Humor me,” I said, but when she didn’t reply, I continued. 
“Having a princess wandering around the area isn’t good for 
business. If you tell me what you’re up to, I might be willing to 
help so that I can get you far, far away from here.” 

I’d ruffled her feathers with that one, and she looked so 
miffed that I had a hard time not laughing at her.  

After a moment of silence, she gave a small sigh and admit-
ted, “I’m not planning on staying in the area. I’ve got a friend in 
Kilcarne who will put me up while I find a job.” 

Kilcarne was a fair distance—at least a couple weeks away, 
even on horseback—and the road there crossed some not too 
friendly countryside. That alone was a ridiculous endeavor, but 
to think she could set up house and get a job was ludicrous. 

“I’ve got a few guys who can escort you home, princess,” I 
said. 

“I’m not going home,” she insisted, her jaw tightening under 
her narrowing eyes. 

“There’s no need to make your family’s soldiers scour the 
countryside looking for you. Save them and yourself a lot of trou-
ble. You’re a little old to be running away from home, princess.” 

And there was that fierce little face of hers again. It was like 
those little lap dogs that have more bark than bite. Though I sus-
pected she had plenty of bite to her, too. 

“I have my reasons why I’m not going back, and none of 
them are your business,” she said, her arms crossed tight to-
gether. She opened her mouth and paused, visibly collecting her-
self, and I knew I was in for trouble. A princess changing tact 
meant only one thing—manipulation. I swear I was going to toss 
her to the dogs if she so much as batted her eyes at me or shed a 
single tear. 

“Master Ward,” she said without a hint of melodrama, 
which was a pleasant surprise, but I wasn’t about to let down my 
guard; that’s when they go for the jugular. “You seem like a fairly 
reasonable man, and I appreciate your concern, but I do not 
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want to go back to my parents’ home. As you pointed out, I’m a 
little old and it’s time I moved out.” 

I watched her carefully. Frankly, it’s always good to keep a 
wary eye when facing a royal, but this Princess Reina de la Roche 
of the Kingdom of Rawcliffe was puzzling. I wasn’t about to dis-
count that at any moment she would get all teary and scheming, 
but she showed no signs of it so far, and it was throwing me off-
kilter. I knew how to deal with the usual princess behavior, but 
calm and collected was a whole other thing. 

I should kick her out. It was her life, after all. It was her de-
cision if she wanted to go traipsing across the countryside, get-
ting into trouble. In any other circumstance, I would’ve had my 
men blindfold her, drop her in the middle of a forest a league 
from here, spin her around, and then let her go. And then I 
would’ve put spies to watch out and make sure she didn’t come 
anywhere near us again. 

But apparently, common sense was out the window this 
morning. 

“How much money do you have, princess?” I asked. 
The princess stared at me, her eyebrow furrowed. “Enough.” 
“And how much is that?” I don’t know what possessed me to 

keep pushing it, but the lady was too intriguing. I don’t know if 
that’s the right word for it, but that’s what keeps coming to mind, 
so I’ll use it.  

“I know you were bartering for food,” I said, glancing down 
at the circlet Merek had left on my desk. 

Even with being an official royal crown and probably made 
of pure silver, the thing was simple and wouldn’t fetch a high 
enough price to set up some cozy life. The princess picked it up, 
her fingers tracing the thin ribbons of metal. She looked emo-
tional about it, but it was hard for me to believe that it really 
mattered that much. It wasn’t a fancy piece. When she looked at 
me, she didn’t have tears or overblown speeches of gratitude. 
The princess simply held it there in her hands, clutching it to her 
chest. 
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“I ran out of cash,” she said, clearly reluctant to admit it. 
“But I plan on getting a job and working.” 

“Doing what?” I couldn’t help the chuckle. I really couldn’t. 
The thought of a princess trying to work for her living was ludi-
crous. “You know that real work isn’t as easy as dancing through 
a field of flowers, singing a happy tune while your animal friends 
do the job for you.” 

The princess’s hands fell to her lap, and she straightened in 
her chair, giving me a cold look. “When did you get so cynical 
about everyone and everything?” 

“Trying my hand at being a hero was enough to knock any 
naive idealism right out of me, princess. It didn’t take more than 
a few weeks of it to make me the realist I am today.” I crossed 
my arms, daring her to argue with me about the merits and 
goodness of being a hero. 

“Why is it that whenever someone is negative and crotchety, 
they simply say they’re a realist?” she said, her eyes cutting into 
mine. 

Negative and crotchety? That was a first. Not that I wasn’t 
aware that people sometimes saw me as that, but no one ever 
said it to my face. Except for Merek. Occasionally. 

“I’m not a complete idiot,” she continued. “No matter what 
you think. I know it will be hard, and I’m not afraid of that. But 
you yourself made it very clear that it’s possible to achieve great 
things and change the course of your life if you are willing to 
work hard. I don’t wish for the life my parents mapped out for 
me. I want to build something different for myself.” 

It was hard not to root for her. Her speech was naive and 
optimistic, sure, but with each word, the princess grew more 
passionate. If it weren’t for the fact that I was certain she had no 
skills to achieve it, I would’ve gladly cheered her on. But prin-
cesses are raised to be nothing more than decoration in a hero’s 
life, and I wasn’t about to let the first one I’d ever met that had a 
spark of uniqueness go traipsing into danger just because she 
was too blind to see the truth. 
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“What type of work are you going to do, princess?” I asked. 
I wanted to tell her to give up, but I’d learned a while ago that 
the best person to talk someone out of stupidity was their own 
self. Ask the right questions, and people will get the picture. 

“Teaching,” she said. “I know I don’t have a lot of marketa-
ble skills, but I was given a first rate education, and I enjoy help-
ing people.” 

“Do you have a job lined up?” 
“Stop interrogating me,” she said. “I am not a helpless 

child.” 
“No, you’re a princess,” I replied, which in most cases was 

the same thing. 
“And stop saying ‘princess’ like that,” she said with a huff. 

“It sounds so derogatory. And I know it’s not going to be easy. I 
know that I’m going to have to work hard. I’ve never had an an-
imal do work for me, and I don’t sing and prance. I want to do 
something more than sit around a castle until my prince shows 
up. I’m tired of waiting for life to start. Stop treating me like I’m 
helpless.” 

The princess’s face was flushed, and it was clear she was em-
barrassed for revealing so much. Against my better judgement, 
I was impressed. She was still naive and optimistic, but it was 
hard to look in the face of such determination and not be the 
tiniest bit impressed. Like miniscule, not seen by the naked eye 
type of tiny. 

I was pretty sure I was going to regret this, but it didn’t stop 
me from saying, “If you’re interested, I have a job for you.” 

I didn’t, but I wasn’t about to let her know that I was wrack-
ing my brain to come up with a position for her. It wasn’t like a 
villainy consultant needed a princess on payroll. 

The princess stared at me, long and hard. “You’re offering to 
help me?” 

“I’m offering you a job.” I didn’t need her thinking that I 
wanted to help her. She was only an annoyance that I felt a smid-
gen of respect for. That’s it. 
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“Just like that,” she said, her eyebrows raised. “No making 
me sign over my firstborn?” 

If it weren’t for the hint of amusement in her voice, I 
would’ve been offended. Heroes and heroines rarely thought me 
capable of anything other than pure evil, and I didn’t need to 
have it thrown in my face in my own office. 

“I have enough of those,” I replied. “What I do need is some-
one to help out in our employment agency.” As far as I knew, we 
didn’t, but I could move things around a bit. I was sure there was 
something there she could help with. 

“Working for Villains, Inc?” 
That wasn’t a name I particularly cared for. Not that I had 

issue with the title of villain—clearly I don’t—but it was so much 
more than that. I tried to keep the frustration from my voice 
when I spoke. “It’s the Ward Employment Agency. It’s not a fac-
tory for villains. I help henchmen, soldiers, architects, business 
managers, accountants, and many others find gainful employ-
ment. It’s not only villains, okay?” 

“Do you help princes and princesses, too?” she asked, clearly 
knowing the answer to it but asking anyway. 

“They have plenty of help,” I grumbled, but the princess sit-
ting before me gave a very high, arched eyebrow, daring me to 
see the hypocrisy of the fact that I had such a person in my office 
and I was offering to help. 

“This is different,” I said. That was as much as I was going 
to concede. 

Princess Raina didn’t smile, but there was enough of a curl 
to the edge of her mouth that I knew she found me amusing. 

“Why not help more of us?” she asked. “I would love to be a 
part of that. You helped that prince in your book; there’s more 
of us who would love a chance to build a different life.” 

“Dodge was a different situation, too,” I grumbled. 
“Wait,” she said, sitting straight in her chair. “The prince 

you worked with was Dodge? As in Prince Rodger ‘Dodge’ Fara-
mond of Parmont?” 
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I wanted to smack myself and see if I could knock loose 
whatever craziness had gotten hold of my brain. I couldn't be-
lieve I had let that slip. The last thing I needed was for that to get 
out. I was usually so much better about not tripping up on client 
confidentiality. 

“No,” I said, pulling on my professional, closed off expres-
sion, but I could tell it wasn’t working. 

“I’d wondered if it was him when I read the story in your 
book, but I wasn’t sure,” she said with a smile and a chuckle. 

I glowered, and she seemed very unimpressed. 
“I won’t say a word, Master Ward,” she promised. “I have no 

interest in making trouble for him or his sweet wife. They’re 
good people and deserve the happy life they’ve built for them-
selves.” I could hear the strongly implied hint in that. Princess 
Raina wasn’t particularly subtle about it. 

“Yes, there may be some of you that need some help,” I ad-
mitted, hoping that if I gave her enough of a victory, we could 
move past this insanity, “but the majority don’t need or want it.” 

“But I could help those who do need it,” she said. Her whole 
body filled with excitement, her face animated and gleeful at the 
possibilities. Raina was such a little ball of hope and energy that 
it was hard to hold firm. 

“I don’t have any interest in expanding my business in that 
direction,” I said. “But we’re getting off topic. Do you want a job 
or not?” 

The princess visibly deflated, and staring into Raina’s de-
jected face, I felt like a bad guy. Sure, I’m a villain, but I’d never 
felt like some evil person. Now, I felt like I’d kicked a puppy. It 
wasn’t a good feeling, but I wasn’t about to overhaul my com-
pany because some princess comes in and looks unhappy. That’s 
how they get you. 

“Thank you for your offer,” she said, “but I’ll have to pass. 
Not that I don’t appreciate it, but when I said I like helping peo-
ple, I meant all people. Not just the ones you deem good 
enough.” 
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There are few times in my life that I can say I was more 
shocked than in that moment. Okay, so maybe I’ve made that 
claim too many times in the last few minutes, but Princess Raina 
kept on surprising me. I mean, I was being called to task by a 
princess. She was all but saying I was close-minded and elitist, 
and that couldn’t be farther from the truth. I fight against close-
minded, elitists jerks—the ones who think that only the cream of 
the crop should rule. I was not one of those guys, and if she 
couldn’t see that, then Princess Raina de la Roche of Rawcliffe 
could go on her merry way. 

Which she did, leaving me alone in my office. But not for 
long. 

“You’re letting her go?” asked Merek. 
I had been vacillating between bewilderment and irritation 

at her parting words and hadn’t noticed him come back in. 
“I gave her an option, and she chose to leave,” I replied. I 

wasn’t about to force her to stay. I’d tried to talk her out of her 
foolhardy plan, but the princess thought she knew better. Be-
cause living in a castle being pampered her entire life certainly 
gave her the understanding and life lessons to survive in the 
rough and rugged world. 

I picked up a couple papers, turning my attention to work 
that needed to be done and not a rather nice pair of eyes so pale 
blue they were almost grey. “If she thinks she can make it with 
only a handful of coins and a healthy dose of condescension, 
then that’s her right. I’m not going to save her from herself. Be-
sides, she’s a princess. They always land on their feet.” 

Glancing at Merek, I saw him staring at me in that knowing 
way of his. So help me, if he was about to start teasing me I didn’t 
care if he was my sister’s beloved husband and one of my closest 
friends, I would fire him. 

“She’s a strange princess,” he said, and I turned back to my 
paperwork. 

Strange wasn’t the word for it. That was too small a concept 
for what Raina was. 

“But I haven’t met many princesses,” Merek added. 
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“That’s a blessing,” I said. 
“I suppose I expected someone a bit more comely and de-

mure.” 
Raina did not fall into the demure category, but I was sur-

prised at Merek’s first statement. “That’s harsh. I mean, she isn’t 
a raving beauty, but your tone makes it sound like she’s homely.” 

Merek didn’t say anything, and I shuffled through my pa-
pers, though my eyes didn’t read a single word. 

“Sure, her features are a bit odd at first glance,” I said, “but 
her eyes more than make up for that. There’s something about 
her that isn’t obviously pretty but attractive nonetheless…” 

But when I glanced back at Merek, he had a grin on his face. 
I was definitely going to fire the guy. I gave him a hard glare. I 
was not in the mood for his mockery. 

“Don’t,” I said. “If you really want to talk about someone’s 
love life, we can always talk about you and Juliana.” 

And just like I knew it would, Merek’s smile disappeared. 
“What do you mean?” The muscle on his jaw ticked, and I knew 
he knew exactly what I meant. 

“It’s been three years, Merek,” I said, glad to have diverted 
his attention away from whatever crazy assumptions he was 
making about me and a certain princess who was best left to 
wander far, far away from here. I didn’t need that kind of trou-
ble. At all. 

“I know how long it’s been, Geoffrey,” he said, his tone cold. 
I hadn’t meant to get started on such a heavy topic, but I’d 

needed a diversion. I had wanted to broach the topic for a while, 
but I’d been waiting for better timing and perhaps for a better 
mood. Though I could never figure out when that’d be. Now that 
I’d started this disastrous conversation, I needed to finish it. 

“I know you miss her,” I said, picking my words carefully. 
“But she’d want me to be happy?” he said a flash of anger in 

his eyes. 
“It’s good for you to move on. There’s no replacing Giselle, 

but if Juliana makes you happy—” 
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Merek stood and stormed out of the office, leaving several 
certainties behind. 

One, he wasn’t ready to move on from Giselle; not that I 
could blame him. I couldn’t imagine how it felt to lose your wife, 
best friend, and mother of your children at such a young age. I 
still missed her every day.  

Two, I’d effectively guaranteed Merek would never go 
around Juliana again. Maybe it had been purely platonic or 
maybe it had been a hopeful beginning to something more, but 
either way, it was over. 

Three, I was a selfish jerk who was terrible at comforting a 
mourning husband.
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