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Foreword


Welcome back, bravest of readers, to the next exciting installment of Quest Kids. This episode is a decidedly DARKER endeavor. As Oscar and I began piecing this manuscript together, a chill seemed to emanate from its ancient prose. It caused a feeling in us so unsettling, that we thought it best to completely step away from our work for AN ENTIRE YEAR.
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Here we are outside of Butte, Montana, courtesy of Wilmer’s Skydiving Zone and Fireworks Surplus. Our sabbatical really helped us RESET, and gave us the courage to “dive” back into Ned’s story. I only hope that you will also find the courage to do the same.


A PROLOGUE begins this volume. It contains one of Ned’s earlier attempts at chronicling his life. Read it and take heart in the simpler times of your own life. Because as Ned will soon discover, these simple times seldom last.
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J.B. LÜCASTOOTHÉ, curator
of the QUEST KIDS manuscripts
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My first memory was when I was three years old. I jumped from the thatched roof of our barn, did a quadruple somersault, and landed perfectly. To my knowledge, no three-year-old had ever accomplished this feat without breaking BOTH of their legs. And yet here I was, I had done it, and without a SiNGLE SCRATCH!


I’ve come to realize that my first memory did NOT happen. That if I had jumped off the barn, breaking both my legs would have been a GOOD outcome. But, really, I would have just been lucky to have survived. Therefore, memory number one: DiDN’T HAPPEN.
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A lot of my early memories are like this. Daydreams that feel real, but are way too spectacular to be so. Sure, I have NORMAL childhood memories like fishing the streams near our farm, or helping my mom and dad work the fields and milk the goats. But I don’t have a FiRST memory doing these things. I mean, who can really remember the first time doing ANY of the things that we do every day? It all just blends together over time, and nothing stands out.
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Don’t get me wrong, I have a good life. I love my parents. We have plenty to eat. I get to play with all our animals. I even have one really GOOD FRiEND who lives in the nearby town. And although farming is tons of work, it’s also honorable work. After all, there’s nothing more NOBLE than growing food for others - that’s what my mom and dad always say. Then why is it that I always wish I were SOMEWHERE ELSE?
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My aunt and uncle were questers. I can remember every quest they ever went on. Well, not, like, remember it like I was there. I just remember the STORiES my mom and dad would tell me. There was the one time they ventured deep into the Forsaken Lands to retrieve the Amulet of Krostlechron. There they fought the HiDEOUS Cronkle, who proceeded to devour their entire questing party. They were lucky to make it out alive!
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I don’t know what happened on their LAST quest, because that was the one that they WEREN’T lucky enough to make it back from. My aunt and uncle died before I was born. In fact, every story I’ve ever heard about them was told to me by my mom and dad.
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I feel SUPER PROUD that I’m related to questers who did such COOL THiNGS. And it’s obvious my parents are proud, too. I can see it in the way they keep the stories of their adventures alive. They light up every time I beg them to tell me another. But with their joy comes LONGiNG. It hurts them to realize that their loved ones are no longer around.


But just as I seem to prefer my daydreams to real life, my parents would almost rather recount my aunt and uncle’s experiences MORE than their own. In fact, my parents don’t really even have any stories.
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Someday, this farm will be mine and I will have a family of my own. I will tell my children about what I was like when I was a KiD. About how I fished the nearby streams, and how I worked the land and milked the goats with my mom and dad. I will tell them about the things that I had ALWAYS done. The same things that THEY will end up doing.
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And if I still remember, I’ll also tell them stories of their great-aunt and great-uncle.
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And this will be a good life. A full life. A noble life. But here’s the thing. This WON’T be my life. At least, not yet. I don’t want to just tell my children about what others have done. I want stories of MY OWN. I want adventure. I want memories that are so grand and amazing that there’s no way they could ever blend together.


So, someday, I will LEAVE this farm and venture out far beyond its nearby streams. I will follow the path of my aunt and uncle, and I will quest. I’ll see things that I’ve never seen before and do things that I’ve never done.


And if I live through it all, and end up lucky enough to have kids of my own, then I hope I’ll have at least ONE memory that will make them proud.
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Okay, I know what this looks like, but trust me, the Quest Kids have not cast off questing for BABY WRESTLiNG. Yes, this particular baby is super huge and would definitely hold his own in a no-holds-barred baby battle. But, truth be told, it’s not a real baby. It’s a SHAPESHiFTiNG SUBCREATURE. See? This is him just five minutes ago.
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Not so adorable now, eh? We’re not exactly sure why this shapeshifter shifted its shape into a MASSiVE NEWBORN, but we think it has something to do with the fact that Boulder really doesn’t want to fight it now.
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It’s actually a really GOOD STRATEGY on Creature Baby’s part because none of us have any idea what to do besides keep cheering Boulder on. I mean, I’M not fighting a baby. It’s a baby for Pete’s sake! Also, this one’s using our big heavy friend as a RATTLE.
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Not sure why Gil is getting all philosophical. What if we were all babies? Like, wouldn’t the world be a better place? Come on, is this really the time and place for such VALUABLE INSiGHT? But then Gil clarifies.
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Gil’s insight feels somewhat less insightful now. But his reference to being a baby does make me think back to the INViSiBLE FOREST OF MADNESS. That time when we were all losing our minds and Boulder had mentioned how safe he had felt as a BiRD BABY. And then, as we all know, Gil summoned for us a giant bird/dragon. Wait, that’s it!
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I’m still lost. I assume Gil has a day-saving spell in mind, but if we’re not summoning our dragon friend, he can’t actually be proposing to infantilize us just so we can rightly BRAWL A BABY???
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Before I get the chance to inquire about the baby spell’s SiDE EFFECTS, specifically ones related to DEATH or DiAPER RASH (still feel like I’m mildly Melty-Goo-Brain’d from Gil’s last enchantment), we’re enveloped in a cloud of purple light and smoke. But as quickly as this magic mist arrives, it dissipates. And I can look directly at Terra and see that...
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I don’t mean to sound disappointed. It’s a DEFiNiTE PLUS that we haven’t been reduced to a useless pile of questing babies, but part of me was really curious as to what that might have looked like. Then I look over at Boulder and start to have SOME idea.
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Okay, so now instead of one giant creature baby, we’ll need to face, like, fifteen littler ones. Which, again, doesn’t really help our MORAL DiLEMMA, yet it somehow seems much more doable, right??? But as soon as Boulder stands up, all the babies start to scatter.
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Maybe this is a good thing, letting all of the FREAKY BABiES just scurry off into the sunset. A welcome resolution, for sure. That is if we hadn’t been tracking this shapeshifter for the last THREE MONTHS. You see, this particular shapeshifting creature baby, or babies, or whatever it wants to be, knows something about my MiSSiNG PARENTS. So allowing toddlers to toddle off on their own merry ways really ISN’T an option. Of course, all of this is easier said than done.
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This feels not unlike CHASiNG CHiCKENS around my parents’ farm back home. These elusive little fellas are QUiTE SLiPPERY. And, like our chickens, they also happen to have wings; but unlike the chickens, they’re using them.
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My stomach drops. We had gotten SO CLOSE only to have it slip through our fingers once again. Now what? How would we track down fifteen tiny shapeshifters? Would each one still know my parents’ whereabouts? Oh well, what does it matter now? It’s hopeless.
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Ash is SO CLUTCH. He always surprises us, and it’s usually in a good kind of way. Well, it ends up being good, even if that’s not always how it starts off (see: bone-gator surfing). Anyway, now that we have one of the creature babies at our disposal, it’s time to see if he’ll talk.


[image: ]


What I meant by “if he’ll talk” is if he can tell us where my parents are. I didn’t even think about him not being ABLE to talk very well because he’s a baby. Because he’s not a REAL baby, right?
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This ISN’T going well. I’ve never interrogated a TODDLER before. Or anyone for that matter. I really don’t know what I’m doing. And Gil’s right: The shapeshifter probably doesn’t even know my parents by their names.
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Pirate Helen? My mom’s no pirate. But at least the creature baby seems like he’s TRYiNG to give us SOME information. Not that it’s really all that helpful. Think, Ned! Is there anything else that might jog his memory?
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How could I have been so stupid? Gil’s teacher disappeared the same time my parents did, so it was probably THREE people traveling together. Not two. Seeing Gil sparked something in this shapeshifter, and as we’re discovering, a shapeshifter can’t lie, because SHAPESHiFTiNG is one of their tells.
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I don’t know any Dougs. Well, that’s not true, there’s a Doug from Hamhaven. Really into CLAY POTTERY. I wouldn’t say that he was all that dark and gloomy, though. In fact, he’s kind of a solid dude.
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