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“Five days from now, with the rise of the Kissing Moon, nineteen of our best archers will use you for target practice.”


The prince straightened his green waistcoat and glared anew at Rollo. “Since you’re such a big target, we’ll adjust the range. I trust your death will be swift, and that it will end this curse.”


“There’s no curse,” muttered Rollo, slumping onto his haunches. “Killing me won’t make your lives better. Bad things can still happen, even in the Bonny Woods.”


The regal elf spread his fingers. “Five days, troll, until the moon is right. You will be fed better, but no more visitors. Make peace, or whatever you trolls do.”


“Fine,” muttered Rollo, picking the straw out of his toe talons. And then he began to plan his escape.
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CHAPTER 1 RETURN TO FUNGUS MEADOWS



“THERE’S LUDICRA!” WHISPERED A FEMALE TROLL AS A shapely mass of fur, burlap, and claws strolled past them. Ludicra lumbered quickly down the swaying bridge, trying to ignore the gossip from her so-called friends. “Can you believe it?” they went on. “She thought she was going to marry our hero, Rollo. Ha! What a billy goat!”


The others snickered loudly enough for Ludicra to hear them. There was a time not long ago when these foul-weather fur bags had basked in her shadow, eager to please her. Now Ludicra was a laughingstock, just because that stupid Rollo had deserted her. Of course, he had deserted all of them—trolls, ogres, and gnomes alike—by refusing to become their king. Instead he had run off to the Bonny Woods to return the dead body of his little fairy friend, Clipper.


But the stout troll had trouble believing most of what she had heard about Rollo lately. Of course, he had been trollnapped along with half the village in order to build a bridge across the Great Chasm. That had never happened, but Rollo had caught the eye of the village’s departed sorcerer, Stygius Rex, being one of the few who could fly. After that, the stories about him had become hard to believe, sounding more like legend than fact.


Had Rollo really flown across the Great Chasm—to battle elves and befriend a fairy named Clipper? How could he desert Stygius Rex and become an outlaw, only to turn around and lead an army of trolls in revolt against the sorcerer? They had defeated Stygius Rex and his dreadful ghouls—that much was apparently true, because they were gone. Everyone, even the ogres, revered Rollo’s name and wanted to make him king of all Bonespittle.


All Ludicra could remember was the sweet troll who had followed her around, looking dopey with love. Where had he gone? More than anything, she wanted to be queen of all Bonespittle, but she kind of missed that goofy Rollo. He didn’t have enough hair, humps, warts, or knots, but he was as big and strong as an ogre. He was funny, too.


But if he were here now, I would take him apart, snout hair by snout hair! the young troll decided.


Ludicra stomped her foot angrily, and that was a mistake, because the bridge plank broke under her weight. The plump troll crashed right through a second and third plank, but she managed to catch the bottom rope with her hairy armpit. Her feet dangled dangerously over the brackish water as she grasped at wispy fog with her free hand. On the other bridge, her friends shrieked with alarm and rushed to her aid. That was the second mistake.


Their weight caused more of the planks to crack, and the whole suspension bridge began to slump toward the black swamp. Shrieking, her rescuers scrambled back to the nearest spit of mud and tree stumps, where they huddled in helpless fear.


Ludicra couldn’t understand their panic, until she saw the slimy water part beneath her. A huge tentacle curled upward, gingerly tickling her feet. Since it was night, she couldn’t see anything but that one sucker-lined appendage, but it was enough to send her into kicking mode. With no place to put her feet, and nothing to grab but slippery rope, she could only flail helplessly in the air. Suddenly the giant tentacle rose up, wrapped around her ankle, and jerked her down into the gloom.


The rope under her arm broke, and Ludicra plummeted into the vile liquid. She thrashed about as six more tentacles wrapped themselves around various body parts, including her mouth. That was a mistake for the sucker fish, because Ludicra was already stinking mad. She sunk her big fangs into the slimy appendage, and the monster recoiled in pain.


Someone above her helped by lowering a lantern, and she spotted a root on the muddy bank. With a determined lunge, the troll grabbed the root and began to drag herself out of the foul bog.


The sucker continued to squeeze her torso and try to drag her under, but Ludicra wasn’t going to fight the fish in the water; she’d take care of it on land. Her friends yelled encouragement from above, and one or two reached down to help her. Ludicra ignored them, because she was mad at them … mad at life—and especially mad at Rollo. Snorting and grunting, the muddy troll dragged herself from the muck of the Dismal Swamp, under the broken bridge in Troll Town.


The sucker fish had the good sense to slither back into the swamp before she could grab it, so that it didn’t become her breakfast. Ludicra lay panting at the side of someone’s hovel, until finally she found the strength to stand.


Staggering to her feet, she roared, “Isn’t someone supposed to repair these lousy bridges?”


The old troll holding the lantern leaned over and nodded. Then he lifted the light close enough to his face for Ludicra to see that it was Krunkle, the master bridge builder. He looked sickened and ashamed.


“Nobody repairs the bridges anymore,” muttered Krunkle. “Everyone stopped work when Stygius Rex trollnapped half the village. They never went back to work, and neither did the ones who hid. Now nobody works! The ogres are not here to force us, and there’s still food left over from the sorcerer’s camp. But when all the leech pie runs out …” The old troll just shook his head, his batwing ears flopping back and forth.


“Help me up!” snapped Ludicra, pointing to her former friends. Enough of them bent down to lift her to the top of the knoll, where a sizable crowd had gathered.


Ludicra brushed the mire from her burlap dress and matted fur, and found a leech squirming to get away. She plucked and ate the critter, then looked around at her fellow trolls. They stared at her, slack-jawed and so bored that someone falling into the bog was a night’s rich entertainment.


What Krunkle said was true! she realized. Since Rollo left, they had lost their direction. They still woke up every night and went out, but they wandered around Troll Town like a bunch of ghouls, with no ambition and no desire. For the first time since anyone could remember, the trolls had no boss, no overlords. But this freedom had brought them laziness, not happiness.


She looked around for Krunkle and saw that the builder was roping off the section of collapsed bridge. In chalk, he drew the sign for UNDER REPAIR on a stump, but Ludicra doubted that it would get repaired anytime soon. Luckily, the village was nothing but a spiderweb of tattered bridges, and most of them would still hold up a troll’s weight. But for how long?


“We need to get Rollo back,” declared Ludicra. So I can be queen, she thought.


“I know we need Rollo,” said Krunkle with a shrug of his bent, hairy shoulders. “But how? He went back across the Great Chasm—and he can fly, but we can’t.”


“Maybe there’s a way across we don’t know about,” said Ludicra with determination. “We can’t give up so easily. He’s been gone over a fortnight, and he should have been back by now. Maybe he’s in trouble. Even if we can’t find him, it’ll be better than sitting around here, trimming our talons. It will be one of those whadya-call-its. A—”


“Quest!” called another voice. Ludicra turned to see Crawfleece, Rollo’s big sister, muscling her way through the crowd. Surely, here is one troll who is brave enough to go with me!


“You’ll join me on this quest?” asked Ludicra hopefully.


“Yes, but we’ll need everyone’s support,” said Crawfleece. “There’s a chance we might start a war with the fairies and elves if we cross the chasm. The ogres are still better warriors than we are, and we’ll need a few of them. Plus we should ask them for some horses. Who’s that gnome—the one in charge?”


“Runt,” answered Krunkle with a sigh. “But I don’t think he’s any more in charge than I am.”


“Fine, we’ll get help,” said Ludicra with a snort. “But I’m going to be in charge.”


Crawfleece narrowed her piggy eyes at Ludicra and said, “We’re doing this for everyone, not just you. Mainly, we’re doing it for Rollo. We just want him to be happy, right? And I’m older than you, so I should be the leader.”


“Get yourself your own party to lead!” snapped Ludicra. “Anybody who comes with me has to know that I’m in charge. And the horses will be to carry supplies, not for eating.”


Crawfleece scowled, and Ludicra smiled at her. “I’m going to marry your brother and be queen of Bonespittle someday, and I don’t want my subjects to think I ate the pack animals.”


“Whatever you say,” muttered Crawfleece.


The would-be queen continued to smile, thinking about the feast they would have after she rescued Rollo. That would be the same night when the grateful king will ask her to be his bride.


Fungus Meadows certainly lived up to its name, with lovely patches of gray-streaked fungus stretching across a plain of thistle bushes. It was the most beautiful place in all of Bonespittle, or so they said. Ludicra decided that it looked like a mountain hollow after a sooty snowstorm, the kind that swept northward from the volcano. They said one could eat the fungus, but it appeared that the fungus was eating everything else.


Seeing as how it was such a desirable place, Ludicra and Crawfleece expected to see someone living in Fungus Meadows. They’d always heard that the cream of ogre society lived in the vale, and Rollo’s father claimed that trolls had once lived here. Now it appeared as if the place was deserted, except for a few skeletal remains of old tents, their tattered hides flapping in the wind. The two female trolls’ feet squished heavily on the fungus, which gave off a putrid smell redolent of dank dungeons.


They passed by several deep burrows as they crossed the vale. It was tempting to peer inside these dark holes and wonder what creatures lurked beneath the soil. Perhaps ogres and gnomes alike were underground at this time of day. But it was almost night. Shouldn’t there be some kind of sentry or watch? Ludicra wondered.


“This can’t be Fungus Meadows,” said Crawfleece with a sneer.


“It’s right where the road led us,” answered Ludicra. “This is it. What else would this place be called?”


“Then why are these tents all torn up?” demanded Crawfleece.


Ludicra shrugged. “Why are our bridges falling apart? We live in weird times. Modern Bonespittle is not the land of our parents. You’ve got a brother who can fly and defeat a powerful sorcerer, and fairies turn out to be so cute they make you gag. I’m afraid that elves are going to be cuddly too.”


“Do you really think the gnomes will help us on this mad quest?” asked Crawfleece.


Ludicra motioned around the desolate landscape. “What have they got to lose?”


After a few more minutes of walking, Ludicra stopped at the biggest burrow she had seen yet. It was a wide tunnel that sloped downward into the fungus and dark loam beneath. “I think we’ll go down here,” she said.


“Down there?” asked Crawfleece with a gulp. “We’ll get stuck.”


“Just imagine it’s one of our hovels,” said Ludicra, dropping to her knees. “We may have to go a little deeper to find anyone, but we’ll find them.”


Ludicra crawled headfirst into the burrow, which was lined with dripping vines and a few odd bones. It seemed initially that the tunnel slumped downward at a sensible angle, but it soon turned into a muddy chute. With a squeal, the plump troll flopped onto her stomach and slid down the burrow until she shot into a dark space. Ludicra rolled into a big ball just before she crashed into a pile of damp straw. She lay panting on the cold muddy floor, trying to catch her breath, when she heard another shriek above her.


The troll scrambled out of the way an instant before Crawfleece came barreling in from the hole above. With a grunt, she plowed into the straw and came up sputtering.


“Shh!” cautioned Ludicra.


Crawfleece stopped chattering, and both trolls glanced at a tiny pool of light at the end of the passageway to their left. The underground lair was a labyrinth, with passages curling up and down, left and right. Getting that torch seemed like a good idea, and they shuffled toward it. Ludicra started out in a crouch, but she soon found that she could stand upright. Only her long hairy ears scraped the top of the cavern.


As they neared the flickering torch, Ludicra and Crawfleece saw ogre markings on the wall, plus more tunnels curling into the darkness. “It’s kind of dry here,” whispered Crawfleece. “You know, this isn’t a bad place. If the gnomes and ogres have cleared out, I say we claim it for the trolls.”


“First we find Rollo,” insisted Ludicra. “Do you want to take the torch?”


“It doesn’t do us much good hanging on the wall.” With that, Crawfleece grabbed the burning torch and lifted it from its iron holder. At once, the holder snapped back into the wall, and the torch went out.


“Uh-oh,” said Ludicra, a moment before she heard whooshing sounds.


From the shadows on every side of them, nets came rushing toward them, spreading open. The trolls threw up their hands and tried to duck, but it was too late. A number of nets ensnared them, and their own struggling dragged them to the ground. Somewhere a bell began to peal a warning, but no horde of ogres descended upon them.


“What? How?” shouted Ludicra.


“Ogre crossbows,” panted Crawfleece. “They must have been hidden in the walls, and we set off the trap.”


“We?” asked Ludicra.


“Okay, I did it. But at least now they know we’re here.”


Ludicra scowled. “Unless, like you said, this place is deserted. Hey, I’ve got a knife somewhere.” She twisted in the thick nets, getting more entangled with every movement. “If I can just get to my pouch—”


“Save your energy,” whispered Crawfleece. “Someone’s coming.”


Twisted like a piece of gopher jerky, Ludicra managed to look under her arm. A hulking figure loomed in the shadows of a lower tunnel, and she heard his sloshing footsteps coming closer. He meandered toward them, bouncing a big club on his massive shoulder. The hulk lifted the baffles on his lantern, letting light spill upon them.


“What have we here?” he growled. “Visitors? What tribe are ye from?” His massive curved tusks glimmered in the light as the ogre bent down to study them. His red eyes widened in wonder. “Trolls?”


“You were expecting elves?” asked Ludicra. “We’re here to see the ones in charge.”


“In charge!” The ogre snorted in derisive laughter. “Don’t you recognize me? I’m Chomp, formerly captain of the guard … when there was something left to guard.” He pulled a knife and snarled at them, but Ludicra could see that he looked older and thinner. Plus he moved stiffly, as if he’d been battered in a fight.


“I should skin the two of you,” grumbled Chomp, “for all the trouble you trolls have caused us.”


“Trouble?” asked Ludicra. “Weren’t the ogres ready to make Rollo their king? Weren’t you glad he freed us from Stygius Rex?”


Chomp grunted. “We were for a while. But then Rollo was gone, and not too many ogres ever met him. All they knew was that one night, they woke up and the sorcerer and his ghouls were gone. They were free to do whatever they wanted. Do you think they wanted to watch over trolls all day long? Or build more barracks? No, they wanted to fight each other. The old tribal loyalties sprang up, and now we’ve got a dozen different warlords trying to hold on to little fiefdoms. Thanks a lot, you dumb trolls.”


“We’re going to go find Rollo,” vowed Ludicra. “And when we bring him back, things will be set right.”


The grizzled ogre narrowed his red eyes thoughtfully and peered at the young troll. “By you, little one?”


“By all of us,” she answered bravely. “Captain Chomp, you must come along with us to find Rollo. You know that he’s the only one who can unite us. We’re going to talk to Runt, so we can get the supplies and help we need.”


“You can talk to Runt all you want,” muttered Chomp, “but there are no supplies, unless you’ve got an army big enough to steal them.”


“No horses?” asked Crawfleece sadly.


He shook his head. “Ate them last week.”


Ludicra gulped and went on, “What do you say, Captain Chomp? Are you with us?”


“Rollo might be dead, you know,” said the ogre softly. “Might be the folks of the Bonny Woods don’t like to see dead fairies.”


“But he had that knife,” said Crawfleece. “The black one, which Stygius Rex used to make ghouls. He was going to bring Clipper back to life!”


The big ogre shivered for a moment. “Ah, the serpent knife. Somehow that doesn’t bring me much comfort. This journey … it won’t be an easy one.”


“Then cut us out of this net, so we can get started,” snapped Ludicra.


Chomp just shook his shaggy head and laughed. “I guess you’re Rollo’s mate all right. And he deserves you.”





CHAPTER 2 ALLIES AND ENEMIES



RUNT SCRATCHED THE SCRAGGLY HAIRS ON HIS BULBOUS head, which was large for someone only three feet tall. The elder gnome scuttled across his untidy lair, his talons scraping on the dried mud. Ludicra sat down and scrunched lower, because her ears kept scraping against the mold on the ceiling. Mold is meant to be eaten, not worn, she thought. Crawfleece and Chomp were having an even harder time fitting into the gnome’s hovel.


Rollo’s ogre friend, Chomp, had brought them to the scribe, and Ludicra had told him about her plan to rescue Rollo and drag him home. Now she waited for the gnome’s reaction, but all he did was pace his tiny lair. Chomp grunted impatiently, and Crawfleece combed the floor looking for grubs.


Runt finally stopped pacing and nodded sagely. “Yes, yes, we have to do something to bring Rollo back. We can’t let things go on as they have. There’s no one in Bonespittle who the subjects fear … or respect. What do you think, Captain Chomp?”


The big ogre was sitting cross-legged on the floor of the cramped quarters. “I think it’s a stupid idea, and nobody who goes over there will ever come back. On the other claw, it was the trolls who got rid of Stygius Rex, and I say it’s their duty to restore order to Bonespittle! So I’ll help find Rollo and drag him home, even though I doubt if any of us will live through this venture.”


The little gnome scrunched his rubbery face. “Argh, these are strange times we live in! The fate of the land depends upon a troll who has run away. And the last time he ran away, he overthrew Stygius Rex. I should go with you to look for him, but I’m too old. And someone has to remain in charge.”


Chomp snorted, as if doubting that anyone was in charge.


Runt ignored him and scuttled toward Ludicra and Crawfleece. “According to our legends,” he whispered, “there is a secret passageway from the lip of the Great Chasm to the bottom. No living gnome could tell you where it is, though a team of our miners might be able to find it. But I have no idea what you’ll find at the bottom, or how you could climb the other side to the Bonny Woods. Even if you don’t all die horribly, as Chomp thinks you will, this quest could take years to finish.”


“It’s better than sitting around and doing nothing!” declared Ludicra. “The sooner we get started, the sooner we find Rollo.” She tried to stand but banged her head on the low ceiling in Runt’s hovel. “Ow!”


The elder gnome held up his hand. “Don’t rush off, child. Let me assemble a team of gnomes to go with you. One of them will be my nephew, Gnat. He’s very strange—he likes to be above ground. And he’s been thirsting for adventure.”


“Plus we need supplies and more fighting ogres,” Chomp cut in. “I wonder what my old friend Weevil is doing. Last I heard, she was with Sergeant Skull.”


“Skull is a bucket of unspoiled cream!” shouted Runt, his big nose twitching angrily. He glanced at his guests. “Excuse my language, but he’s one of the warlords who is fighting to take over Bonespittle. I doubt if he’ll help us bring back Rollo.”


“We’ll leave Sergeant Skull alone,” agreed Chomp.


In the bright glare of daylight, when no self-respecting citizen of Bonespittle should have been walking about, thirteen gnomes crawled out of their burrows. Two trolls and an ogre joined them, and they all stood squinting in the harsh sunlight of Fungus Meadows. Sunshine glinted off the white blight covering the ground as if it were freshly fallen snow.


Warily, Ludicra surveyed the gnomes in their lumpy helmet lanterns and tool belts, loaded with hammers, picks, and ropes. The ogres were burdened with weapons and shields, and the trolls carried general supplies. She hefted her own backpack, thinking that they had a long walk ahead of them. As a future queen, thought Ludicra, I should have someone carry my backpack for me.


A brash, hairy gnome marched up to Ludicra and offered his taloned hand. “Hello, I’m Gnat! My uncle is Runt, the scribe.”


“Yes, Runt told us about you,” she answered, squinting down at him. “They say that you like to be above ground.”


“I like to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live here,” answered the young gnome, looking around at the bright landscape of fungi and weeds. “But I know the land and the old legends—I’ll help you find that tunnel. One more thing—if you want to talk to the miners, you’d better talk to me first.”


The gnome lowered his voice and made them lean down to hear him say, “They think I’m in charge of this expedition.”


“Do they now?” asked Ludicra with a sniff. “You wee folk are here for only one reason—to find me a way down and across the Great Chasm. If you fail, we’ll leave you behind—I don’t care who your uncle is.”


The young gnome lowered his hairy brow, snorted, and gnashed his fangs. Captain Chomp laughed and said, “Gnat, you had best learn that true love guides this quest. Ludicra may not be the brains of this party, but she is the heart.”


“And don’t you forget it,” said Ludicra.


Gnat bowed to the big ogre. “As you say, Captain.”


“Don’t call me ‘captain,’” grumbled Chomp. “Until we get to the Great Chasm, I’m just a guard with no name. We don’t want Skull or any of the warlords to know what we’re doing, so we have a story. This is a work crew, and you and the trolls are going to repair an old privy—put a bridge over it or something. We’ll meet Weevil at the ford across the Rawchill River.”


“Horses?” asked Crawfleece eagerly.


“If she can steal any from Sergeant Skull, maybe,” answered the ogre. “But I wouldn’t count on it.” Chomp squinted into the sun and began pounding through the sand on his beefy legs. “This way! Watch your step, it’s awfully light out here!”


The hardy band followed a winding path for half a day, seeing nothing but ruined tents and hovels, some of them still smoldering. Broken battle-axes, maces, and spears stuck out of the dark sand, and some large burrows had been reduced to craters. Crawfleece strode beside Ludicra, her lantern jaw hanging agape at the sight of another wrecked village.


“Everything we heard is true,” whispered Crawfleece. “The ogres are fighting each other, getting vengeance for old scores. If they unite and decide to come after us—” She didn’t need to finish her thought.


“We’ve all suffered,” said Ludicra. “That’s why the ogres will want to make peace and follow Rollo … once we get him back.”
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