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Foreword



Greetings at last, loyal reader. My sincerest apologies for having abandoned you for SO LONG with Ned’s life and VERY SOUL hanging in the balance. But the translation, restoration, and editing of a Quest Kids tale is not a thing I take lightly. It must be done right.

Though, every so often, I am FORCED to cut Ned’s story down to appease modern audiences. In fact, a whole chapter was STRICKEN from our last book due to a five-page section concerning a TAXIDERMIED PARROT. To which my publisher informed me that that’s just “way too much dead-parrot talk.” I agreed but have since found a NEW WAY to reuse this edited material in the form of a PROLOGUE for this volume.

I hope you will find it a HELPFUL RECOUNTING of a moment with Ned BEFORE all of the loss and sacrifice. And I pledge to provide you this latest installment of Quest Kids with as few interruptions as possible. For I owe it to Ned to be as faithful as I can to what might very well be the FINAL tale of our brave heroes.
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J.B. LÜCASTOOTHÉ, curator 
of the QUEST KIDS manuscripts






[image: ]


So my friends don’t really like me right now. Forcing them to leave the fun and sun of Contentment Island for the doom and gloom of the Forsaken Lands isn’t making me their FAVORiTE Quest Kid. But what am I to do? Doug has his eye on OVERTAKiNG the Seven Kingdoms, and, oh yeah, let's not forget, he’s probably holding my parents hostage too.
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I think my friends will be okay, they just need some space. The only one NOT bothered by me at the moment is our boat captain. Who, by the way, is doing a MUCH BETTER job captaining Grizz’s reclaimed pirate vessel.

So maybe this can be my chance to get to know Pirate Helen a little better. She’s led such an interesting life, and maybe she knows MORE than she’s letting on about Doug or my parents. Or the soul-sucking Amulet and the Cronkle who keeps it. So I swab my way up beside her and see if I can strike up a little CONVERSATiON.
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When I finally finish cleaning up, I make my way toward the bow of the ship. As we close in on the Forsaken Lands, the sky is getting darker and the ocean is getting rougher. The waves chop against the hull and SHAKE my friends from their silence.

Terra sees the WORRY forming in my eyes. She walks up beside me and puts her hand on my shoulder. She says everything is going to be okay. It’ll all work out. I nod and force a smile. And wish she was telling me the truth.
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I’m submerged…in slime? Wait, no. Drool. Not just any drool, I think it’s Ash’s. Yup, I’d recognize it anywhere. How long have I been napping under Ash’s FACE FAUCET? I wipe my pig-dog-thing’s slobber from out of my eyes, and I feel him excitedly panting his hot breath on my face. I try to focus, but the room is PiTCH-BLACK. The ground is hard and rocky. I think we’re still in a cave. But WHY was I napping? Weren’t we just facing off against Doug as his mine was crumbling down around us? And we had just found my MiSSiNG PARENTS! Wow, a super NOT OKAY time for a SNOOZE.

[image: ]


Then are we still in the FORSAKEN LANDS? I guess the cavern DiDN’T crush us. Maybe we were captured again. Okay, so where’s everybody else? Ash nudges me to stand. I’m shaky at first, almost like I don’t really have control of my own legs. Ash snorts and starts walking away. Then he barks back at me.
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It’s almost like A DREAM, like I’m still not fully awake yet. A slight breeze blows past my face. Cool fresh air. Not stale. Not sulfury. Not like Mount Burning and the Forsaken Lands. Man, I hope Ash knows where he’s going.

Then a FAiNT GLiMMER of light dances along the edge of the corridor in front of me. And I can finally make out Ash’s outline as he continues guiding me along. Then, all of a sudden, he stops. He turns back and looks up at me. He motions with his head and looks left. So I look that way too.
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My friends stare back at me with anxious, desperate eyes. They look so worn. That last battle with Doug really must have been a BAD ONE. Again, my apologies for missing it. But we’re all still alive and back together.

That’s a good thing, right?
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So why do I feel so WEiRDED OUT? And what'd they mean by I’m “back”? Where’d I go? Can’t a guy get a little mid-battle shut-eye without everyone acting goofy? I’m starting to think that maybe things DiDN’T work out so well for us. After all, I don’t see MY PARENTS or GAZiMAR.
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So we’re right back where we started. Well, maybe not ALL the way back, like back to Bristolburg or Hamhaven. But we’re obviously stuck in another CAVE CAGE, waiting to have our souls harvested while Doug uses Gazimar and my parents to fulfill his prophecy of fire-surfing the Seven Kingdoms.
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We escaped once before, we can do it again. I wait for my friends to RiSE UP and RALLY around me, but they all just sort of stand there trying to avoid eye contact. Then I notice our surroundings seem slightly DiFFERENT than the subterranean tunnels of the Forsaken Lands. The rocks are darker. It feels colder. And, well, there are NO prison bars.

We AREN’T in Doug’s holding cell.
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Dead? Whaddya mean, dead? I’m pretty darned ALiVE right now. And stop me if I’m wrong, but being alive doesn’t really FOLLOW being dead. Most often, it’s the OTHER way around.
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Stole my soul? Okay, I remember being whipped around by Gil’s levitation spell. I was trying to get Doug to give back the Amulet before the Cronkle brought down the cavern. Then I GRABBED for it, and…well, that’s the LAST THiNG I remember.
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Wow, being recently DECEASED really hinders the ol’ comprehension skills. But I couldn’t have been a CORPSE all that long. I’m not, like, decomposing or whatever it is that the CHRONiCALLY dead tend to do. And I don’t SMELL any worse than usual.
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Sorry, Ned’s future kids. I’m sort of NOT GREAT at the whole keeping-a-regular-journaling-schedule thing. How’d your dad ever find the time to do this every day? Luckily, we’re now safely holed up in a mountain cave near Dunglemire, so I can PROPERLY catch you all up on what was probably the Quest Kids’ WORST YEAR EVER.

So you remember how your dad was pretty much DEAD after our showdown with Doug, right?
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Well, just as I predicted, Ned’s DEADNESS didn’t last super long. After about a minute or two, your dad was as good as new!

[image: ]


Yeah, we were pretty HEARTBROKEN he didn’t recognize us, but he still seemed like a GOOD GUY. He just was no longer really Ned, our driven and super-obsessed-with-questing leader. Nope, this newly SOULLESS Ned now only really seemed to care about ONE THiNG.
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Luckily, Doug was nowhere nearby. So your dad didn’t have to take orders like his parents and Gazimar were having to. We just had to keep your dad AWAY from Doug until we could get his soul back. Which was difficult since Ned’s soul now resided in the AMULET around Doug’s ankle.

Here’s the OTHER problem. As we watched Mount Burning smolder from our viewpoint on Contentment Island, we had no idea if Doug, Ned’s parents, or Gazimar were even alive. Boulder, Gil, and I teleported back one last time to search for survivors, but there was only rubble. It’s like the Forsaken Lands were DESERTED.
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As much as we might have wanted to STAY in the comfort and safety of Grizz’s island paradise, it just didn’t feel right. Your dad being how he was, and the Amulet likely buried under tons of Cronkle-loosened cave rock, we needed to find some OTHER way to get your dad’s soul back. And that way DiDN’T lie amongst the sand and surf of Contentment Island. It was somewhere in the Seven Kingdoms. We needed to go back HOME.
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