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Chapter 1: The Quest 
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King Dave was bored. Bored, bored, bored. 

He drank strong coffee and watched the golden sunrise from his throne room window, which was still festooned with decorations from his recent wedding day. The window overlooked the entire kingdom, a green, sun-drenched shepherding community dotted with flocks of sheep and snug houses with thatched roofs. He gazed thoughtfully at the vibrant street of shops below him and the sweetly rolling, buttercup-covered hills beyond. All the smells he associated with a beautiful spring morning—blossoms, grass, animals, unbathed people—wafted up to him, and he was convinced that this morning could indeed be the most wonderful of his young life. 

Rather, could have been. He scratched the stubble on his chin, swallowed another gulp of coffee, and resumed pacing the cold marble floor of the architecturally uninspired room. Where was that Chris? He’d promised to join him 20 minutes ago so they could determine his next course of action.

Dave threw himself onto his throne and drummed his fingers on the olive-green brocade arm. He never would have expected to be this bored just the day after his wedding day. Certainly, it’s not unusual for a bridegroom to suffer a little from boredom after his new bride begins talking about home improvements or impending visits from her mother. And it’s not unheard of for a young bridegroom to stifle a yawn or two when his wife takes him shopping for matching china or for towels that match the purple color of the kitchen tiles. And who hasn’t heard of a young man who realizes that the rest of his life will tick on endlessly when he sees the diet his new wife is putting him on?

But Dave was stifling yawns this bright morning for a different reason. He was bored because his dear bride had jilted him three days before their wedding.

And while his best friend, Chris, had clapped him on the back and assured him he was a lucky devil and fortunate to have escaped witnessing the strange overnight transformation of blushing bride into haranguing harpy, Dave knew he was neither lucky nor fortunate. The political upheavals of his land were complicated, and misplacing the rumored-to-be-lovely Princess Bernadette had put both Dave and her father, King Ferdinand, in unenviable positions. In fact, Dave suspected that at this very minute, Ferdinand was fortifying his ramparts with indistinguishable dried meats and apples in anticipation of a not-so-pleasant visit from Dave and his pack of wild-eyed marauders, who would be demanding payment and retribution for the embarrassment Dave was bearing on his young but accomplished shoulders.

Dave sighed and rolled his head on the back of his throne. How he hated marauding. He hated all of that tit-for-tat and quid-pro-quo malarkey. After all, he’d never asked to be married, and he wasn’t unenthusiastic that the girl had vanished. Sure, he was concerned for her safety in a superficial way, but he wasn’t filled with alarm. If he were honest, he was actually somewhat personally offended at her disappearance. First off, she didn’t even know him, so how could she know whether she disliked him? And second, if she did decide she disliked him, she could have simply asked for a room in the tower on the east side of the castle, or she could have asked to live in the little house in the country. Dave wouldn’t have begrudged her. She had quite gone to extremes by running away.

“It’s not as if I’m the worst guy to be marrying,” he mumbled to himself in a valiant effort to boost his waning self-esteem, which was something Dave had never been particularly strong at boosting in the past.

Although he was not classically handsome, he was fashionably tall, and he did have a striking rugged quality that made people want to shake his hand and drop his name at parties later. His thick, jet-black hair reached his shoulders (except for the spots he had shaved the other day because he’d wanted to look “unique”), and his dark eyes were framed with long, black lashes. He’d always wanted a slight cleft in his chin like his younger brother, but instead he had a worry wrinkle between his brows. It would have to do, and now that he was 20, he felt pressured to take seriously all of his tedious adult responsibilities. He made an effort to carry himself with an air of confidence and determination, and he’d always hoped he would be remembered for his fairness and honesty. 

But now the wild-eyed marauders were prepping for battle—all they were waiting on was a word from their king and they’d be off—and although he was grateful for this group of grubby, testosterone-laden young men who would sooner chop an enemy into bite-sized morsels than make any attempt to reason with him, Dave hadn’t asked for any of this. He’d rather spend the time reading or... perhaps cooking. Anything but this mindless warring and raiding and pillaging and overall obscenely unneighborly behavior.

The most unfortunate aspect of this entire catastrophe was that Ferdinand seemed to think Dave wanted to be married. He’d even offered Dave the hand of Bernadette’s lady in waiting to appease him. Dave wasn’t sure what he should do: Declare war or accept Ferdinand’s offer and marry this lady in waiting. Why did people keep trying to marry him off to women he’d never even met before?

He sighed again. The day was interminable.

“Dave?” Chris’s voice came from the other side of the towering oak door.

“It’s about time,” Dave snapped. Like most kings, he had little patience, and Chris made a hobby out of trying what patience Dave did have. Dave wrenched open the door, and Chris, who at 18 was still on the skinny side, bounded to his side. Dave had always been impressed by Chris’s acrobatic skillfulness. If the moment didn’t call for formality, Chris would be sure to spring, bounce, dive, or roll into the room. Plus, he played a mean guitar and told good jokes, something at which Dave was a flop. Dave envied Chris his charming good looks. He had long dark curls, thick lashes, deep-brown eyes full of sensitivity and mocking wit, and he could put on a half-smile that quickly turned him from charming to... well, rather impish, although the imp resemblance might have come from his always wearing forest green. Regardless, Chris had one of those magnetic personality types—the kind Dave always found himself in trouble with. 

“Would have been here much sooner,” Chris said as he knotted his wayward mahogany curls at his neck. “But there’s quite a bit of talk. The marauders are bent on following some sort of scorched-earth policy, and a few of my most reliable sources suggested that Ian the Terrible might be behind Bernadette’s disappearance.”

Dave rolled his eyes. Chris’s “reliable” sources were musicians, theater performers, and artists, which meant they were a bunch of liars.

“You and I both know no one kidnapped her. That’s ridiculous,” he said. “These silly farmers and their little tales of magic and mayhem.”

Chris opted not to pick a fight. The topic of magic was one he could address from both sides of the fence, but he didn’t much care one way or the other. 

Dave, however, was adamantly opposed to superstitions of any kind, belief in magic included. In fact, the unswaying faith in the ridiculous was one of Dave’s greatest criticisms of his pompous advisors, the kind of old men who constantly threw up their gnarled hands and declared that there was nothing to be done and things would come together if they were meant to be. That kind of fatalism just made Dave pop his cork. And each time his advisors had “counseled” him to bide his time and patiently await some fate or another by fairy train (Dave’s words, not theirs), Dave always fired all of them on the spot and asked Chris to prepare their severance plans. Most of the advisors had been officially unemployed since Dave’s ascension to the throne, but they kept on meeting and making recommendations for the kingdom, and someone seemed to keep paying them, so very little changed in the cabinet.

“So, what’s the plan, then?” Chris asked. He pulled his heavy dark-leather guitar case from behind the throne and unlatched it. “Marauding? I heard the lady in waiting was... er... well, she’s politically minded.” What he’d heard is that she was a nutso political activist. Still, Dave didn’t need to know everything.

“Ugh,” Dave cried, and he flopped heavily into his throne again.

Chris huffed as he lovingly lifted his guitar from its case, its natural wood finish smooth from well-worn handling. He and Dave had been best buddies since... pretty much since birth, and he was used to dealing with his friend’s morbid tantrums.

“Dave, this has got to stop,” he said as he hung the guitar’s umber strap over his shoulder and tested each of the six strings with care and precision. The guitar was the one thing Chris loved about as much as he loved Dave. 

“You’re dragging around and moping all the time now. I can’t stand it. Why don’t you get a hobby or something? While the troops are warring, you can sit in your tent and build... I don’t know, model ships or something.”

“Oh, please, no.” Dave pouted, something Chris hated, and he usually reminded Dave that it made him look like a llama. 

“Stop being such a petulant ninny,” Chris said. “Marry the lady in waiting, then. She’s sure to argue with you, and you’ll have something new to complain about every day.”

Dave rolled his eyes and failed to perk up, and he began chewing on his lip. It was a terrible habit, and the king was forever complaining of dry, chapped lips.

“Well, what do you want to do, then?” Chris snapped. How on earth was he going to be patient when Dave was so indecisive? He was tired of being the one who came up with all the great and creative ideas. 

“I don’t know... Something new and interesting,” Dave explained as he picked at the fuzz on his leggings. “Why should I have only two options? I mean, I’m a king, right? Why can’t I do what I want?” He swept his arm around in an all-encompassing gesture. “There must be more to life than this.” 

Chris noticed that Dave was beginning to start a new hole in his leggings. He watched the fuzz bunch up under Dave’s index finger, then he watched the hole expand... expand... expand, until the threads were torn neatly through and Dave’s bare leg showed. Then BOOM! Chris had what could possibly be the most imaginative idea he’d ever come up with. He grabbed the king’s hand before the damage to the leggings could get much worse.

“Listen, Dave... Bernadette ran away. Maybe... we could sort of do the same thing,” Chris had a gleam in his eye the king found disconcerting. 

“Huh?” Dave asked. “You want me to run away, too? Where am I supposed to go, Chris? And why would I do that?”

“No, no, Dave,” Chris said. “Not like that. We’re not running away: We’ll set off to find her. Just you and me.”

Dave frowned, then he stood, raked his hands through his hair, and walked to the window. A quest? He supposed it was possible... but a quest to find the Princess Bernadette? Not so much of a good idea.

“I’ve never even seen the girl, how am I supposed to find her?” he asked. “And what if I do find her? She’ll hate me for hastening this marriage thing.”

Chris snorted and seated himself on the arm of Dave’s throne.

“Egads, don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “We’re not looking for her. You know I wouldn’t wish something as terrible as marriage on you, even if you are a troll. A wife would intrude on all the fun we have. I mean, what would a wife have said that time we set the bats free during the debutante ball?”

They laughed a little at the memory, but Chris did not elaborate on his other reasons for opposing Dave’s marriage—his marriage to Bernadette in particular. Long ago, Chris had heard that the princess was quite an independent thinker and loads of fun at dinner parties. He was quite sure of the accuracy of his information because he’d heard it from a fellow who knew a shopkeeper who’d met the cousin of a woman whose neighbor had once chatted with the princess at a dinner party. He’d also heard that Bernadette was pretty, which might be the most notable reason she would make Dave such a dreadful wife. Beautiful princesses were always getting in trouble. If they weren’t captured in battle and held for ransom, evil witches locked them in tall towers, where lonely single men were constantly being blinded by thorns or eaten by dragons while performing ill-planned rescue missions. A sweet, ugly girl would bring comfort and stability to the kingdom and its dozens of worthy charities.

“Come on! It’s a great idea,” Chris said. “You can tell your marauders that you’re going to manage all of this on your own, and they can go back to farming—or whatever it is some of those guys do.”

“I suppose we can leave the plans of the quest... er, a little nebulous,” Dave said. “I mean, I don’t want anyone sending in commentaries to the local papers, you know?”

Chris clutched his guitar and leaped joyously from the arm of the throne.

“You don’t have to tell the people what you’re doing. They’ll cheer anyway,” he said. “And I’ll bet the prince of... whatever island that is you gave him to keep him occupied... will watch the kingdom while you’re gone. He’s a pretty honest guy. He’ll return the kingdom to you without much of a war when you get back. What do you think, Dave?” 

Dave wondered if he was setting himself up for trouble. There was a glint in Chris’s eyes, and that glint usually meant they hadn’t thought through some of the potential consequences. Much as he was keen on the idea of going on an objectless quest, he had responsibilities. He was a king, after all, and what kind of king leaves his kingdom in the name of an aimless quest?

“Well,” he started. “It’s a great idea, and I can’t say what I would do without you...”

Chris considered telling Dave that technically, each of them would do nothing without the other. Since Chris’s birth, the two had been inseparable. They were hopelessly codependent.

“Oh, come on. Are you bored, or are you just sulking?” Chris asked. He absently strummed the refrain to his favorite song, which was a repetitive, monotonous, unvaried, droning one.

“Er...” Dave couldn’t flat-out deny that he was sulking. Plus, that repetitive, monotonous, unvaried, droning song really got on his nerves, and Chris knew that. The king shrugged. 

All right, he admitted to himself, I’m sulking. I want to sulk, I’m enjoying it. Can’t I enjoy anything? But a quest.... It could be fun. At the very least, it was better than starting another war, and it would buy him time before he settled down. 

“Fine,” Dave said. “Let’s do it. I’ll tell the marauders, and we’ll head out next week...”

Chris frowned. 

“I was thinking more like declaring a quick meeting and then sneaking off while everyone’s at the game this afternoon,” he said.

“But, Chris!” Dave cried. “I want to bring along some of those cinnamon rolls the cook makes.”

Chris stopped strumming and patted Dave’s ample middle.

“Listen,” he said. “You don’t need cinnamon rolls, and we aren’t bringing anyone else along. We’ll travel like... like some regular guys. Not like a monarch and his best pal.”

“Er, I see,” Dave said. “So, this quest is more about me bettering myself than anything else.”

Chris shrugged. 

“Read into it what you will, but this is a good opportunity for you to lose some of that, er, baby fat.” His voice got dreamy. “This will be fun if you just listen to me.” He babbled on about exerting themselves across challenging terrain, seeing the country, challenging thugs and highwaymen to games of Snap, and tossing back carbonated drinks with less-accomplished musicians. 

The king shrugged. He was bored again. You just know something’s going to be utterly dull, he thought, if someone tells you that it’ll be fun if you listen to them. But at least they had something to do. Maybe Dave could talk him into bringing along a tent instead of staying at hostels. He hated sleeping in strange beds that could be infested with bugs.
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​Chapter 2: Retrieval Engineers 
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A couple of days after Chris and Dave set out on their momentous journey, a group of three dastardly creatures met near a blossom-studded cheerful brook just on the edge of Dave’s kingdom. Each had what one might call a “unique” appearance, and a person who saw them might have described them as looking like three very big dogs that had been run over a few times on their hind legs. Their huge bodies were covered with thick black fur and scab-like decorations, and their stubby, leathery fingers ended in blunt, dog-like claws. And in spite of their attempts to contain it, drool dripped in thick ribbons from their yellow fangs.

Although creatures such as these were traditionally called thugs, thieves, or bad guys, they liked to refer to themselves as “retrieval engineers.” They specialized in retrieving objects their boss wanted to make his own. And right now, they were busily ticking off items on a long list. These items were the most recent on a longer list, and they had retrieved most of them just this week. 

Lockjaw was very tall and sported a large gut. He was dressed in dark brown clothing, which matched perfectly with the brown in his eyes. His dog-like nose looked as if it had been smacked onto his face at the last minute by an absent-minded creator, and his ears stuck out from his head like sails on racing windboards. He was perpetually gruff and short with people, including his closest friends. He wiped drool from his fangs and jabbed a claw at their list. 

"We got the invisible gold from Ellsinore last week,” he said, pointing to the list in his counterpart’s paw. “Check. The guitar pick for casting love spells? Done. Fairy queen's blood? Two drops, right here." He shook his knapsack at the other two. 

His counterpart with the list was named Flint, and he might be called the “brawn” of the three. He was built like an oak tree and could bench press a full-grown horse. His head was already small for his huge body, but its smallness was made more noticeable by the enormous muscles that rippled through his hairy body like a tidal wave with every change of position. His beady eyes were framed with pale lashes that matched a patch of straw-like hair atop his head, which looked as if it had been pressed all the way round since birth by a very tight hat. His droopy ears touched his shoulders, which was truly no great feat on their part considering he had no neck. His nose was skewed to one side—the result, perhaps, of a mishap during one of his numerous retrieval operations—and he wore a perpetual look of kindness and gentleness, which gave him great advantage when outwitting his foes. Flint cracked his knuckles, making the brookside pebbles bounce under the impact. 

"Wyvern scales are checked off too,” he said. “Any kind work, according to the boss, so we’re
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