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CHAPTER 1
START AT THE BOTTOM


The ground shook, and geysers spewed fountains of steam into the sooty air at the bottom of the Great Chasm. The gigantic toad, Old Belch, leaped clear across the river of lava and landed on the opposite bank, causing the ground to shake even more. The troll and his friends had just climbed off the monstrous toad, and none of them knew where the beast was headed.

Twisted, gnarled plants snapped at Rollo’s feet, and the hulking troll stumbled to the ground. Trying to steady himself, he reached out for a black rock and burned his palm on the hot surface.

“Yow!” cried the troll who would be king, blowing the sparks off his singed fur. No one in his party paid any attention, because it was noisy down here, surrounded by a bubbling lava river and spewing geysers. Besides, they had just glided through the Great Chasm on the back of a giant toad and were all in windblown shock.

Rollo gazed fondly at his comrades and shook his head in amazement. He still couldn’t believe that Ludicra, Crawfleece, Filbum, Captain Chomp, Weevil, and ogres and gnomes he didn’t even know had actually come to rescue him. They had crossed the Great Chasm, going all the way to its sulfurous bottom. They had braved enraged elves and fiendish fairies in the Bonny Woods, and had gotten themselves captured. Some had lost their lives, and all had risked their hides to save him. Did any other troll have such great friends?

He glanced over at Ludicra, the proudest and most amazing of them all. During her adventures she had lost some of her charming flab; she wasn’t the breathtaking mound of fur she had been before. But there was a grace and ease in her walk that was new. She had always been confident in her stunning ugliness, but now she had confidence in her leadership, too. In her beaten-leather armor, with canteens, sacks, and weapons hanging from her plump back, Ludicra looked like a fierce warrior troll from some old myth.

We are writing history now, thought Rollo in wonderment. Everything they had done lately would become the stuff of legend. They had crossed the Great Chasm; overthrown the sorcerer, Stygius Rex; and made friends with a fairy named Clipper. Nobody had done any of those things before! It was new ground … just like this bubbling slime they were walking through at the moment.

“Hey, Your Highness!” bellowed Captain Chomp in his gruff voice. “We know it’s your first time down here, but we’ve got to keep moving.”

With a start, Rollo looked up to see that the big ogre and most of their band were several paces ahead of him. Only Ludicra had drifted back to walk near him, and she gave the young troll an understanding smile.

“Chomp, he’s tired,” said Ludicra, patting Rollo gently on the back. “After all he’s been through, poor thing.”

“Poor thing?” said Chomp, his tusks bristling. “He sat around and ate rich elvish food while we fought our way down the tunnel. Did Rollo have to fly over a river of lava hanging from a bird? No!” The big ogre trembled at the thought of that dangerous feat.

“What’s our rush to leave the chasm?” asked Filbum. “Yes, it’s not as nice as the tunnel, but there’s supposed to be a treasure down here—the Old Troll King’s treasure!”

“There’s also a large band of elves down here,” said the female ogre, Lieutenant Weevil. “With poisoned arrows. You remember them, don’t you?”

Filbum twitched and rubbed his hairy rump. “Yes, I do. But they had better stay on their side of the chasm.”

Rollo’s sister, Crawfleece, hovered warily near her beloved Filbum. “You’re so brave, darling. But remember, the elves have been searching for the treasure for a long time, and they’re still searching.”

“Pooh! That’s elves!” said Filbum smugly. “Trolls and ogres haven’t looked for it yet.”

A small figure scuttled between them, and Rollo glanced down to see Gnat, the bald-headed gnome. He had hardly gotten to know Runt’s feisty nephew because they had been fleeing for their lives. Runt was supposed to be running things back in Bonespittle, along with Krunkle, the master bridge builder. But who knew what was happening in the Dismal Swamp? Their old lives seemed so long ago, thought Rollo, like a strange daydream.

“We have to keep going,” insisted Gnat, looking up at Rollo, “because we left the rest of the gnomes in the tunnel. We’ve got to guard that passage to the top … or hide it. Some of us can climb back up to Bonespittle, and some can search for treasure—but we’ve got to hold on to that passage to the rim.”

“Right!” answered Chomp. “We don’t want any more of those murderous elves invading our land.”

Everyone in the party agreed with that sentiment; then they looked at Rollo. He knew he would have to make a decision, although he had never seen the tunnel they were talking about.

“The story about the treasure came from Kendo, didn’t it?” asked Rollo. “He turned against his own kind. Even though he was once a fairy, I don’t trust that enchanted bird.”

“Yes,” answered Ludicra, “the bird told us about the treasure, but so did the elves by looking for it. They all believe there’s treasure in this sweaty gulch, but where?”

Ludicra licked her blue lips and surveyed the murky red shadows thrown off by the lava coursing through the gorge. “I would rather search for some leeches or grubs.”

“Ludicra is always practical,” said Weevil with a grin, “and I’m getting hungry too. Maybe the elves fed Rollo, but none of the rest of us got anything.”

“What little food we had, they took away from us,” grumbled Crawfleece.

“Okay, we’ll look for grubs as we go,” announced Rollo, although he figured that any crawlers living down here would be burned to a crisp. “But let’s go home.”

“Speaking of birds,” said Crawfleece, “I saw a big one fly over us on the way down here. If the birds aren’t our allies anymore, can we eat them?”

“We have to find something to eat,” insisted Filbum, “because it’s a long climb up those stairs. And we probably ate all the snails and rats.”

Rollo flapped his arms in frustration. “All right, I already said we could look for food, but I don’t expect to see any birds down here. I just don’t want to get stuck in this place.”

“You can fly out anytime you want,” said Ludicra, gazing at him with her limpid, bloodshot eyes.

“Do you think so?” Rollo looked doubtfully at the sheer canyon walls, which rose up and disappeared into shadows and mist high above them. The upper rim and the lands of Bonespittle and the Bonny Woods were just a memory down here in the fiery depths of the canyon.

And where is our guide, Clipper? The resurrected fairy had helped them escape from the elves in the Bonny Woods, but where was she now?

“Ooh, look! Worms!” shouted Crawfleece, scampering out of the thickets into a dry wash filled with shiny black sand. In this hollow spot little white tentacles poked from the black soil and writhed invitingly.

“Wait!” shouted Ludicra a second before Rollo could speak, but they were both too late.

Crawfleece had no sooner lumbered into the sandy pit than she sank up to her plump waist in shiny black crystals. At once the worms turned into the slender fingers of a huge plant, which stiffened and shot plumes of sap into her fur. In seconds the troll was encased in a gummy white glue, and the tentacles wrapped around her like monstrous vines. They tried to drag her deeper into the sand, and Crawfleece screeched in alarm.

As usual, Captain Chomp was the first to swing his club, and his massive weapon landed with a splat in the gummy mess.

“Ow!” shouted Crawfleece. “Watch where you’re swinging that!” Even punching and pulling with all her strength, the big troll was unable to free herself from the clinging white tentacles and gummy sap.

Chomp lifted his club over his head, ready to swing again, but a vine rose up and shot a stream of sap at him. The goop struck him in the eyes, just above his snout, and the big ogre dropped his club. It landed on Filbum’s foot.

“Whaa!” cried the surprised troll. As he began leaping around, clutching his injured talons, he stumbled over Gnat, who couldn’t get out of the way fast enough. Then both of them rolled into the sandy pit.

Rollo heard a whoosh, and he turned his attention back to Crawfleece just as a big, mushy flap of fungus wrapped around his sister. With a strangled scream she sank deeper into the gleaming sand. Her head disappeared under layers of fleshy fungus and clinging strands.

Ludicra grabbed his arm, and Weevil started forward, wielding her big club. The lanky ogre bashed the plant several times, and it squirted sap back at her. But this battle didn’t do anything to free Crawfleece, who was sinking deeper into the pit of blackness.

Ludicra and Chomp started forward to help her, but Rollo reached out to stop them. “The lava!” he shouted. “Clubs are no good. If it’s a plant, it will burn!”

Chomp nodded and picked up his thick wooden cudgel. Then he ran to the smoking river of lava and plunged his club into the slow-moving stream. He brought up a flaming torch coated with dripping, fiery sludge, while the others rushed to do the same.

Rollo scouted the plant for vulnerable spots, but it was retreating deeper into the earth with its prize. To her credit, Crawfleece didn’t go easily, and she resurfaced for a moment, waving an arm and gasping for breath. That exposed a bit more of the plant as it tried to smother her again.

“Hold on!” shouted Rollo. “We’re going to help you! If you get burned, I’m sorry—”

Chomp rushed to his side, his gooey, flaming club burning brightly. Rollo pointed to an exposed bit of white fungus flesh. “There!”

The big ogre stuck his burning club into the plant, and it recoiled and shuddered, spewing sap everywhere. The sap burned brightly, and Chomp spread burning sap until the plant finally caught on fire. The flames and smoke let off the foulest odor Rollo had ever smelled.

Soon the rest of the party was also attacking the plant with lava, and they found that the sap and strands burned very quickly. Crawfleece was able to break away from the burning tentacles, and Filbum waded into the flames to grab his beloved. Rollo and everyone else reached down to help them out.

They didn’t finish until they had set the entire plant ablaze; then they rooted it out of the black sand. When they were done, they had barbecued fungus for dinner.

“That was a hard-won meal,” muttered Crawfleece as Filbum gently applied gizzard grease to her burns. She smiled at his tender treatment. “But my Filbum saved me.”

“Actually, it was Rollo’s idea to use the lava,” said Ludicra. But Crawfleece was smiling so sweetly at her beloved that she didn’t pay any attention to the other female troll.

Rollo looked at Ludicra and shrugged his beefy shoulders. He just wanted to return home as soon as possible to marry his plump princess. To him, becoming king was less important, but he knew that would happen, too, when they got home. But the young troll worried that reaching Bonespittle was going to be a lot harder than his comrades had thought.

Captain Chomp inspected the blackened tip of his club and snorted. “The fire river has made the wood harder. That’s good! So, Rollo, should we rest for a time or keep moving?”

Everyone turned their attention to the young troll.

Rollo gazed upward into the smelly fog and he wondered if it was day or night on the world above. All he saw was shadow and mist because sunlight only penetrated into the Great Chasm for a brief time every day, when it was noon with the sun directly overhead. The rest of the time all they had for light was the eerie red glow of the lava river. “Our stomachs are full now, but we’ll still need food and water for later,” he answered.

From high overhead came the distant rumble of thunder. A few seconds later raindrops splattered upon them, followed by a deluge of rain that soaked them to their mangy fur. The lava river hissed and sputtered as the raindrops struck, sending up clouds of steam to join the fog.

“There’s your water,” said Chomp with a laugh.

“We could also capture water from the geysers,” suggested Rollo. “I really think we should—”

“Oooh, look! Worms!” shouted Crawfleece. She brushed away Filbum’s paw and scurried along the muddy ground. Rollo groaned. “Sister, we went through that before.”

“No, they’re real worms!” cried Gnat, who was closer to the ground than anyone. “The rain is bringing them out!” The little gnome began to gobble the crawlers as swiftly as he could snatch them up.

“Wait, wait!” ordered Rollo. “Don’t eat them—collect them! We need the food for the climb.”

So the mighty band of warriors gathered worms for some time, storing them in pockets and knapsacks. Everyone ate a few as a quick snack. Then they kept gathering worms as they slogged through the mud, rain, and steam, and they had quite a supply by the time they reached a low archway in the canyon wall.

“There’s the tunnel!” cried Gnat, who was scouting ahead of them. The little gnome dashed through the rain and peered into the dark opening, but he didn’t enter.

As Rollo and the others approached the archway, Gnat ran back to them. “Something is wrong,” said the gnome worriedly. “We left gnomes to make repairs, but where are they?”

“Maybe they’re somewhere higher up,” answered Weevil. “It’s a long climb.”

“But they should be waiting here,” insisted Gnat. “I expected them to be here to meet us. We haven’t been gone that long.”

Rollo walked over to the crude opening and looked around. He found a few arrows and the remains of a broken shield. “Did you have a battle here?”

“Yes, we did,” answered Chomp proudly. “And we sent those wicked elves running.”

“Could the elves have come back,” asked Rollo, “to chase our comrades up the stairs?”

“The gnomes might hide,” agreed Captain Chomp, stroking a slimy tusk. “The elves don’t like being underground. Besides, the stairwell is narrow here, and we had the high ground. Even a few gnomes with shields could hold this tunnel against an army of elves.”

“Then what made them leave?” Rollo bent down and peered into the opening. Without a torch all he could see in the red glow from the lava was a passageway and two stairs—the rest was bathed in gloomy shadows.

“I’ll go find them,” growled Captain Chomp, marching toward the tunnel. “You stay here, find a puddle of water, and fill our canteens.”

“I’m coming too,” announced his fellow ogre, Weevil. “Lead the way, Captain.”

“Hold on,” said Rollo, shaking his drenched head. “We’re not going to split up the band. All of us will go and look just a short way. Maybe they left some sign as to where they went.”

“It will be good to get out of the rain,” said Ludicra. She shivered but gave Rollo an encouraging smile.

“We’ll need light,” said Crawfleece, pointing to the lava. Once again, Chomp and Weevil plunged their clubs into the river of molten rock and made instant torches.

With the ogres leading the way and Gnat and Filbum at the rear, they headed into the tunnel and started up the slimy steps. Rollo had never seen this passageway before, although Ludicra and the others had not stopped talking about it. According to Filbum it was like paradise—dark and cool, with plenty of mushrooms and slugs to eat. They had found mysterious ruins, huge monsters, fake treasure, deadly traps, and other marvels. No wonder they were anxious to get back into the long stairwell.

They had climbed about a hundred steps. It looks no different up there than down below, thought Rollo. He saw a few more arrows, but little else of interest, and it seemed as if they could climb in this peaceful place the rest of their lives. “Gnat, how old is this secret passageway?” he asked.

“Real old,” answered the gnome. “Since the days of the Old Troll King. And no one in Bonespittle remembers that … except maybe Stygius Rex. I always thought the passage to the bottom was a myth, until Ludicra found it.”

Rollo glanced at his beloved, who was also looking at him. He was about to thank her again, when he heard stone grinding on stone. That dreadful noise was followed by a loud thud that shook the whole tunnel. There were several more loud thuds, and everyone stopped to look at Rollo. The noises were clearly somewhere above them, but the light from their torches didn’t reach very far. Another thud sounded, then another, and the noises were getting louder and more ominous.

“I think I’ll fill the canteens,” said Filbum, rushing back down the steps.

“I’ll help him!” squeaked Gnat, starting his retreat.

The whole place was shaking now, like an earthquake, and dust fell on them from the ceiling. As the thuds grew closer and louder, Chomp raised his torch and peered into the darkness ahead of them. “It sounds like a trapdoor,” muttered the ogre. “Or maybe—”

Chomp’s eyes grew wide, and he yelled, “A boulder!”

Out of the shadows hurtled a huge rock, bouncing down the stairs, heading straight for them!



CHAPTER 2
THE FUTURE KING


“Chomp!” yelled Rollo as the mammoth boulder careered down the steps, heading straight toward the big ogre. “Look out!”

Instead of pressing against the side of the tunnel to escape injury, Chomp lowered his shoulder and met the rock head on. It smashed into the ogre, crunching his torch, but he managed to keep on his feet and stop the boulder. Grunting, he held it against the wall. “Get out!” croaked Chomp. “Hurry!”

“Run!” shouted Rollo, knowing Chomp was risking his life to save them all. When Weevil didn’t move, he shouted again, “That’s an order!”

Crawfleece and Ludicra were jumping down the stairs, following Filbum and Gnat, who were already gone. Reluctantly, Weevil followed them, and Rollo followed her. He could hear the stone grating against the tunnel wall as it tried to keep rolling down. Only Chomp’s immense strength kept them all from being crushed.

They reached the bottom and ducked outside into the red glow of the lava river. Rollo skidded to a stop and turned to yell into the tunnel, “Chomp, we’re all out! Let it go!”

He heard more grinding; then the loud thumping started again. Rollo just managed to get out of the way before the boulder came roaring straight down the stairwell. It smashed into the opening and punched out a large chunk of the rock at the same time that it split into three chunks. One of the chunks kept bouncing straight ahead until it plopped into the lava river and melted with a sizzle and several loud pops.

Rollo waved to his companions, but they were already right behind him as he ran up the staircase. “Slow down!” called Ludicra. “Somebody up there doesn’t like us.”

The young troll did slow down a step, but he wanted to reach Chomp as soon as possible. The grizzled ogre had taken the full force of the boulder to save the rest of them. He had to be badly injured … or worse. Rollo couldn’t be very cautious, because Weevil and Crawfleece were on his tail, huffing mightily as they ran up the steps. Weevil still had her torch, although the light was flickering and weak.

Crawfleece gasped when they got close enough to see the lump of fur lying on the steps, bloodied and broken. Although one of his eyes was swollen shut, the other eye was open, and Captain Chomp groaned as Rollo approached. The smashed ogre could barely lift his head, but he croaked, “Our enemies are scared to show themselves. Let’s chase them … urrgh.” The wind seemed to go out of him, and the ogre fainted.

Ludicra moved past them and went farther up the stairs, her club in her hand. “I’ll guard this way,” she said. “Get him out … quickly.”

“Take my torch,” said Weevil, tossing it to Gnat. “Lift him onto my back.”

Crawfleece and Rollo gripped the unconscious ogre, who felt like two tons of fur, flab, muscle, and bone. With considerable difficulty, and cautious of his broken bones, they lifted him onto the other ogre’s back. Weevil grunted from the weight, but her legs didn’t buckle. She grasped Chomp’s arms around her neck and set off at a steady pace down the stairs, carrying her comrade.

Then came the rush of tiny wings and a demented giggle, followed by a sinister laugh. “Yes, you’d better hurry! You’d better run!” said a snide but familiar voice.

Clipper!

“Did you like playing catch with the rock?” asked the voice. “What about this?”

The crude stairway lit up like a chimney, and a fireball came streaking toward them. It careered off the walls and shot sparks everywhere, and Ludicra barely had time to duck before it zoomed past her. Rollo dove for the steps, but the blazing ball still singed one of his floppy ears before it roared past. It shot between Weevil’s legs and smashed into the stairs with a shower of burning embers. Weevil staggered, but the ogre never dropped Captain Chomp.

“Hurry!” shouted Rollo. “Keep going!” Weevil hefted the massive ogre and plodded down the stairs. How can we outrace fireballs? wondered Rollo.

“Stay where you are!” ordered a low voice from above them. The hair bristled on Rollo’s neck, and he smelled the putrid presence of the only living sorcerer in Bonespittle—Stygius Rex! Rollo gulped at the realization that the wicked sorcerer was still alive … and just above them on the stairs.

The whirring of wings also grew louder, and Rollo thought he saw the fairy Clipper flitting through the shadows. The rest of the party ignored the warning and headed down the stairs, except for Ludicra, who stood bravely at his side. He wanted to run, but he knew that would invite a chase that he couldn’t win.

I’m the one he wants to see, thought Rollo glumly. He thought he should tell Ludicra to leave, but he knew she wouldn’t go.

Holding a torch, a dark-robed figure with a staff walked slowly down the stairs. Even though he wore a cloak, the torch lit part of his hawkish face, and Rollo could see a mass of warts, and pale green flesh as mottled as ghoul skin. Stygius Rex looked older than the ancient walls of this tunnel, and he had the shuffling gait of a dead man.

“I could kill you right here,” croaked the old sorcerer. “Come to think of it, that’s what you did to me. But thanks to my powers, I was able to overcome a slight case of death.”

Stygius Rex touched the hilt of the black serpent knife, which rested in a snakeskin sheath on his belt.

“It’s that knife that brought you back,” said Rollo. “Same as it did for Clipper. If I had guarded it better—”

“Ah, but you didn’t,” said the mage with a laugh. “I want to be nicer to you than you were to me, so I’ll let you live. In truth, Rollo, I need your help. You see, I intend to return to Bonespittle and take my rightful place as ruler, but the trolls and ogres seem to think that you are the ruler.”



OEBPS/images/9781439113967_ci_std.jpg
THE
TROLL

TREASURE

JOHN VORNHOLT

ALADDIN PAPERBACKS
New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore







