
 
[image: Cover image: The Great Troll War by Jasper Fforde]




Contents
 
About the Author

Also by Jasper Fforde

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Where We Are Now

Princesses

The Sorcerer’s Conclave

Sir Matt Grifflon

The Mighty Shandar

Troll Defence

The Troll

Dinner

Moll the Troll

This HENRY totally sucks

Aboard the Bellerophon

Breaking the Spaniel Barrier

Inside Shandar’s Tower

Wedding bells

King Mathew Speaks

The Meeting

Kevin sees it all

The Worriers

Cloud Leviathan

Colin and the Princess

The One True Monarch

Molly Reveals Herself

Humans v. Trolls

We say goodbye

The Mighty Shandar

Jupiter and Beyond

Epilogue

Footnotes

 


About the Author
   
Jasper Fforde spent twenty years in the film business before debuting on the New York Times bestseller list with The Eyre Affair in 2001. Since then he has written another fifteen novels, including the Number One Sunday Times bestseller One of our Thursdays is Missing, and the Last Dragonslayer series, adapted for television by Sky.

Fforde lives and works in his adopted nation of Wales.




Also by Jasper Fforde

The Thursday Next Series

The Eyre Affair

Lost in a Good Book

The Well of Lost Plots

Something Rotten

First Among Sequels

One of Our Thursdays is Missing

The Woman Who Died a Lot

The Nursery Crime Series

The Big Over Easy

The Fourth Bear

Shades of Grey

Early Riser

The Constant Rabbit

The Dragonslayer Series

(for young adult readers)

The Last Dragonslayer

The Song of the Quarkbeast

The Eye of Zoltar

The Great Troll War




THE GREAT TROLL WAR

Jasper Fforde

 

 

[image: Hodder & Stoughton logo]

www.hodder.co.uk





First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Jasper Fforde 2021

The right of Jasper Fforde to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover image: © Jo Wilson

All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 978 1 444 79995 8

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodder.co.uk




For my eldest great-grandchild.

Sorry about the state of the planet.

We knew what we had to do – we just didn’t.

There was no excuse.




Where We Are Now

[image: line image]

Trolls. I was staring at one just then. He was about twenty feet tall, dressed in a loincloth, a pair of leather boots and on top of his unusually small head was a dead goat. I’m not a massive expert on Trolls, but apparently they wear rotting animals in the same way as humans wear perfume: to disguise their smell and make them more attractive. To each other, obviously. I like to think myself fairly broad-minded but even I would have to admit Trolls are pretty loathsome in manner, looks and eating habits.

So who am I? Jennifer Strange. S-T-R-A-N-G-E. Rhymes with ‘Grange’. Y’know, the sixteen-year-old who was running Kazam, the House of Enchantment?

No?

Then how about this: I was the Last Dragonslayer.

Right, her. The kid with the Dragons.

The Troll was holding a large club that was once the rear axle of a truck, and it looked as though he not only knew how to use it, but already had. His skin was rough, had the colour of mouldy bread and boasted an impressive display of intricate tattoos. Some were geometric and purely for decoration, but others were more practical: owing to a long mistrust of pen and paper, the left Troll leg is reserved for a part of their written history, and the right for recipes, to-do lists and bawdy limericks. But no fools when it comes to data integrity, Trolls back themselves up, just in case – they have often been observed with identical tattoos.

That the Trolls were here at all was due to Troll War V, which had been going for only two weeks but already had a clear winner: the Trolls. They had flooded out of Trollvania and rampaged rapidly southwards with little resistance from the various Republics, Duchies, Social Collectives, Fiefdoms, Principalties and privately run City States of the UnUnited Kingdoms. The rapid invasion was due to a favourable tactical advantage: they were indifferent to us. Hating humankind would have been easier to counter as at least there could be some sort of debating position between our species. What led you to hate us so much? How do we arrange some sort of peaceful coexistence? Will you please stop eating us? None of those questions meant much to the Trolls. They can’t be swayed by reason or compassion or compromise for they regard humans as little more than vermin: an annoying pest that can outgrow the boundaries of their own environment in as little as nine centuries. Some humans think of rabbits in the same way: nuisances who damage the land, breed without conscience and are good only for the pot. The only difference between rabbits and humans as far as Trolls are concerned is that they can’t wear us as a hat – although many have tried with varying degrees of success. In any event, there’s little sense arguing with a Troll.

I had been in the Cambrian Empire when they invaded, searching for the Eye of Zoltar,1 a fiery jewel with magical properties that the Mighty Shandar had tasked us to obtain in return for not killing the last two Dragons, something he had been contracted to do several centuries before. You’ll hear more about Shandar later. All you need to know right now is that he’s the most powerful sorcerer that has ever lived – and also turning out to be the least scrupulous.

I’d returned with the Eye and also Once-Magnificent Boo, who we had rescued from being ransomed. Addie, who had been our guide in the Cambrian Empire and in which capacity we owed her our lives, saw us safely to Cornwall, and made good on her promise to protect the Princess on the journey. She then returned to her village to fight the Troll. She had been reluctant to leave us, but the Princess had insisted.

‘What’s the Troll doing?’ asked Princess Shazine of Snodd, who was standing next to me.

‘Imagining us both inside a pie,’ I replied.

‘With white sauce, asparagus and badger’s paws, I imagine,’ said Tiger Prawns, who was also present. He was an orphan like me, only younger – ten, I think – and had a Moral Worth Index that was certainly in the top ten per cent. He had been due to take over from me the running of Kazam, the last house of enchantment, which is a sort of home for barely-sane sorcerers. But all those plans were upset by the Troll invasion: in what was likely a preemptive measure to stop us using magic against the Trolls, the head offices of Kazam at Zambini Towers were destroyed by a single and very powerful thermowizidrical blast, killing several dozen sorcerers, destroying countless volumes of spells and reducing the building to rubble. As soon as it was safe to do so, the dragons and surviving sorcerers headed to Troll-free Cornwall with Tiger Prawns among them. We’d joined him in Penzance a week later. That was five days ago and we’d spent the time trying to figure out a strategy of resistance and had so far not come up with much – I was due to convene a meeting later that morning.

Today’s post-breakfast visit to the Button Trench was to ensure that it was holding firm – and to welcome any human stragglers who had crossed under cover of darkness.

‘Badger’s paws are hideously out of fashion,’ said the Troll, whose ears, although only small holes in his head, made for surprisingly good hearing. ‘We prefer a garnish of week-old goat entrails.’

‘Two weeks,’ said his wife, who was also on guard duty at the Button Trench. ‘Goat entrails aren’t nearly putrid enough in a week.’

They stared at each other angrily and both went the colour of a radish, the veins in their temples standing out like tree-roots. A Troll’s temper is short and explosive and usually accompanied by extreme violence.

‘It’s warmer this far south,’ said the Princess, who always spoke her mind, even to Trolls. ‘You’re probably both right regarding goat putrefaction rates when seen as combination factors of temperature against time.’

This was likely, as all Trolls lived until recently in the far North of the Kingdoms where the weather is disposed towards the inclement.2

‘I can put it in a spreadsheet if you like,’ she added.

‘I like spreadsheets,’ said the Troll Wife thoughtfully; like her husband, she was quick to temper yet quick to lose it. ‘I have one that calculates the correct cooking rates for humans based on their Body Mass Index.’

‘Undercooked humans present numerous health hazards,’ explained the Troll Husband helpfully. ‘It’s a bit of a worry. Spending a day in bed after eating a dodgy human is rarely agreeable.’

‘It’s not a worry I share,’ said the Princess, ‘but if you’re going to eat us, why haven’t you done so?’

It was a pointlessly dangerous remark to make to a Troll, but the Princess was always forthright, even for a princess. She was the same age as me but we could not have been more different. While she grew up in a palace wanting for nothing and with forty rooms of her own, I was in an orphanage with nothing but my dignity and forty other girls in the same room. She had joined us on the quest3 for the Eye of Zoltar because her parents, the King and Queen of Snodd, felt she was too horribly obnoxious to successfully lead the Kingdom if the need arose, and a slice of real-life experience would be good for her. Her mind was switched into the body of a lowly royal dog-mess clearer-upper to further her lesson in humility, and after several high-jeopardy adventures and a few interesting digressions into the knotty question of supply-side economics, the Princess had transformed from a hideously spoiled princess into a confident young woman of considerable courage. She was also, following the death of her parents at the hands of the invading Trolls, the rightful heir to the wealthy and influential Kingdom of Snodd on the Welsh Borders.

She was also now permanently residing within the royal dog-mess clearer-upper’s body, her own lost during the invasion – ringlets and dimples and royal birthmark and everything.

‘Once we find a way to cross that trench,’ said the Troll Husband, eyeing the glittering collection of buttons nervously, ‘we will definitely eat you.’

‘Without the badger’s paws,’ added the Troll Wife, who must have felt the issue had not yet been resolved.

‘Right,’ said the Troll Husband.

The trench ran for nearly four and a half miles along the route of the railway line from Penzance in the south of Cornwall to Lelant Saltings in the north, just to the east of St Ives. The ditch was barely ten feet wide and only a foot deep – humans could wade across it with ease. But the Troll, whose cunning, appetite and violent ruthlessness made the worst despot of the Kingdoms look like little more than an enraged infant,4 had several unaccountable fears: swimming, a certain shade of cerulean blue, and buttons. And that’s precisely what was protecting us now – millions and millions of buttons. They had been pulled from coats, shirts and blouses, or liberated from haberdasher’s shops throughout the Kingdoms, then carried in bags, buckets or wheelbarrows by those fleeing the Trolls and dumped in the trench dug wizidrically by Wizard Moobin, who had given everything to his last and greatest spell, the years piling on to his weary body as he sacrificed his remaining life-force to create a final line of defence against the invaders.

‘Where would you place a human on the tasty scale?’ the Troll Wife asked her Troll Husband.

‘Somewhere between stoat and seal pup,’ replied the husband thoughtfully, ‘but they’ve never been my snack of choice, to be honest. Too stringy past the age of twenty-six. Some say their tendency to escape can offer up good sport, but I just think it’s plain tiresome, myself.’

‘A good sauce is key,’ added the Troll Wife, ‘and we’d best get used to them – it’s about all we’ll be eating for the next ten years.’

And they both laughed, a soft, galumphing, you’re-so-trashed-as-a-species kind of laugh.

Magically digging the four-and-a-half-mile trench that now cut off Land’s End, St Ives and Penzance from the invading Trolls had been the easy part. Spreading the ‘bring every single button you can find to Cornwall’ message on the low-alpha-suggestive telepathic bandwidth was actually what drained Wizard Moobin’s power and ultimately took his life-force from him. The telepathic message was powerful enough to be heard by almost everyone in the Kingdoms, but only as a ‘a vague idea that should be put into action’, and only a small proportion responded. Luckily, the message was also picked up by magpies, who, as natural thieves, may have contributed at least a million buttons to the defences before falling, exhausted, from the skies.

It was a bold yet timely construction. The Button Trench kept the Trolls from crossing over into the last bastion of the UnUnited Kingdoms where lay encamped the free. The ones who had been the quickest to react to the threat, the ones who could run the fastest, the ones with a death-by-devouring promise on their heads, and those with specialist skills who had also been drawn here by a call on the same telepathic wavelength – specifically: expert fencers, keen-eyed marksmen and warriors.

‘Tell you what,’ said the Troll Husband, who had been staring at the Princess for some time and drooling in a truly unpleasant manner – great gobs of sticky saliva that fell from his upswept tusks like melted mozzarella, ‘hand over the scrawny one and we’ll guarantee that once we find a way across this trench, you’ – he was pointing at me – ‘will not be killed and eaten. You shall be spared. It is a promise.’

Oddly, the Troll would be as good as its word. Although murderous in nature and utterly dismissive of a human’s right to life, they could still barter effectively with the ultimate bargaining chip: they would promise to spare your life. It was a gesture that was particularly effective for negotiating the surrender of the UnUnited Kingdoms as they swept through the island.

Offer resistance? Be killed and eaten.

Bow to your new overlords and follow their every demand? Be spared.

Guaranteed.

‘How could they promise such a thing?’ asked the Princess, whose schoolwork had centred more around deportment, strategic tantrums and estimating a prince’s net worth and marriageability at a glance, rather than learning about the other inhabitants of our island.

‘They have several active strands of Hive Memory,’ said Tiger, knowing quite a bit about Trolls, as not learning which fork was which at a state banquet really freed up some time. ‘It’s thought that memories are shared by the same familial affiliation – and once shared, they effectively have the same memories. If you want all Trolls to have the same memory, you’d only have to share it with all the tribal affiliations, so it never takes long.’

‘A Hive Memory could be useful,’ said the Princess.

‘Yes and no,’ said Tiger. ‘Within each memory-sharing tribe there are no secrets, double-dealing or lying. On the downside, card games within the Hive Memory affiliation are almost impossible, telling jokes pretty much pointless, and they have to binge-watch a TV series all at the same time to avoid spoilers.’

‘That’s true,’ I added. ‘When Bergerac came out on DVD, a Troll named Urgry watched it the night before they planned to do so and ended up being stoned to death by those in her affiliate for filling their heads full of spoilers.’

Trolls were particularly fond of crime TV shows from the seventies and eighties, with Murder, She wrote, Columbo and Bergerac being their favourites. They watched them again and again, as the aforementioned Hive Memory discouraged them from watching anything new because of the whole ‘spoiler stoning to death’ issue.

‘I’ve not heard of Bergerac,’ said the Princess, ‘but that’s easily explained: Mummy said TV was for the dull and uneducated – a princess’s place is on the telly, not watching it.’

The Princess’s upbringing had been horribly sheltered, but had lent her a very peculiar skillset. She could quote Tacitus, differentiate seventeen bottles of expensive mineral water by clarity alone, was able to guess the value of a tiara at forty paces and could skilfully project shallow indifference into a room long before she’d entered. All this, but she didn’t know how to open a window, use a telephone kiosk or boil an egg.

‘Bergerac was actually a really good TV series,’ I mused, ‘but well before my time. The series seven set were the only DVDs we had in the orphanage. We played them hundreds of times until they got scratched, then just re-enacted the stories from memory. I got to play Bergerac’s ex-wife Debbie, which was kind of fun. We performed episode three at the Courtyard Theatre in Hereford.’

‘That’s the one where the diamonds got stolen,’ said Tiger, something of an expert.

‘And,’ I added, ‘John Nettles sent us a nice note when he found out and donated a new minibus to the orphanage.’

‘Who’s John Nettles?’ asked the Princess.

Tiger and I looked at one another. As far as anyone in Mother Zenobia’s orphanage was concerned – nuns, children, everyone – there was no greater star than John Nettles.5

‘He’s the—’ I began, then: ‘Never mind.’

‘So how about it?’ asked the Troll Husband, who was still waiting for an answer. ‘The skinny handmaiden or your life?’

‘Looks a bit bony for a snack,’ said the Troll Wife, sizing up the Princess expertly, ‘unless you like your humans crunchy and lacking in nourishment.’

‘Not for a snack, silly,’ said her husband, ‘as a pet. They can be quite adorable – although sometimes you have to pull their tongues out to stop them squeaking.’

‘Okay,’ said his wife, ‘but remember to feed it this time – oh, and you must keep the males and females in separate cages or they’ll breed. And – yes, agreed – the babies can be very cute but before you know it some fool will give them names and we’ll be stuck with them, like, for ever.’

Trolls were, dismayingly, quite happy to keep humans as pets and, equally dismayingly, weren’t very diligent when it came to looking after them.

‘Hang on, what about me?’ said Tiger indignantly. ‘Why is Jennifer’s life threatened and not mine?’

‘You’re too small to be troubled with,’ said the Troll Wife in a dismissive manner. ‘It would be like you threatening a Dorito. How about it?’ she added, turning back to me. ‘For we will cross this trench eventually, make no mistake about that.’

‘No deal,’ I said without hesitation.

‘Then you shall be devoured,’ said the Troll simply, ‘and while alive. Probably raw as a snack,’ he added thoughtfully, ‘dipped in humus – no, wait, dipped in toejam. Jam, made of toes,’ he added, in case I mistook his meaning. ‘Nummy nummy.’

‘You do what you have to do,’ I said.

‘What she said,’ said the Princess, pointing at me.

‘And I’m not a Dorito,’ said Tiger.

‘Sorry,’ said the Troll Wife, whose mind had wandered, ‘did you say something? I was just wondering: do you have to use people called Frank to make frankfurters – or can it be anyone?’

I decided not to answer and we turned and walked away from the Trolls and the Button Trench.

‘Thank you for not handing me over,’ said the Princess once we were out of earshot. ‘I’m really not cut out to be a bony snack.’

‘We don’t do deals with Trolls,’ I said.

‘If I’d been the old me, the Princess me, the obnoxious me – would you have traded my freedom for your life?’

‘If you’d been in your princess body rather than the body of a malnourished servant with lank hair and skin complaints that don’t seem to go away no matter how diligent the cleaning,’ I said, ‘they would have asked you for me – and I’m sort of thinking you would have given me up.’

‘Without hesitation,’ said the Princess in a sombre mood, ‘and probably asked for a receipt to claim on my Princess Insurance. Goodness, I was so utterly obnoxious back then. Is royalty always this bad?’

‘I don’t think it’s being a royal that does it,’ I said. ‘Just the ridiculous abundance of wealth, opulence and levels of undeserved privilege that go with it.’

The Princess nodded her head in agreement. She had matured quickly during the search for the Eye of Zoltar as it had been an adventure that would have taught even the most narrow-minded and utterly indulged child a few things about teamwork and sacrifice. Perhaps the Princess’s ex-sorceress mother, who instigated the bodyswap and placed her in my care, sensed the Trolls were coming, and engineered the trip to not only keep her safe, but actually do her some good. Nothing like a bit of jeopardy and loss of prestige to make the overprivileged understand the important things in life.

We walked back to where I’d parked my Volkswagen Beetle, the only link with my parents. I had been left on the front seat when barely two months old late one December night, wrapped in a blanket, the engine running, the heaters on. Often, foundlings are left with talismans to identify them if their parents return to claim them. The Volkswagen was that talisman. If they had wanted me, they would have returned and presented the spare ignition key as proof.

They never did.

I opened the car door and took the sword Exhorbitus6 from where I wore it on a scabbard on my back and stowed it using the clips on the roof lining, then tried the glovebox for about the thousandth time. It was locked, and always had been.

‘You’ll eventually want to break into that.’

It was the Princess, who knew the strong bond I had with the car.

‘I know,’ I said, ‘but what if it were empty, or just full of junk?’

‘What if it’s not?’

The Sisterhood at the Orphanage had tried to trace the owners of the car through the registration but that had only led as far as the owner before last, who had sold it on: ‘to a middle-aged guy’ who paid in cash, two months before I was found in it. The new owner had not reregistered the car in his name, so there was little to go on. Although the glovebox was locked it had never been forced as the Sisterhood saw this as damaging someone’s property, and, interestingly, the car had only clocked up seventy-two miles from when it was sold to when I was found in it. Wherever I was from, I was local.

We drove the mile into Penzance, the Quarkbeast sitting in the back, staring at his paws mournfully. He didn’t like Trolls any more than the rest of us, but stayed well hidden as Trolls didn’t look at a Quarkbeast and see the most terrifying creature on earth: a three-way split between a labrador, a velociraptor and a liquidiser with all the safety features removed; a creature with razor-sharp fangs, a coat of carbide-tipped steel scales that could explosively detonate off his back and embed themselves in concrete. No, the Trolls saw a Quarkbeast as a sporting opportunity: put them in a ring with three bears, two rhinos, a hyena and six dozen enraged, adrenaline-fuelled badgers – then take bets on how long the Quarkbeast took to despatch them all.7 Despite their fearsome looks, Quarkbeasts only ever attacked when they, or a loved one, were threatened. They usually felt guilty about it for years afterwards, with lots of sighing, mournful looks and overwhelming feelings of self-loathing. There were never any winners when it came to Quarkbaiting.

On the way back into Penzance we chatted about recent events, and Tiger related his escape to the Princess, who hadn’t heard the story yet. She had warmed to him since they first met, when her initial instinct was to have him beheaded for impudence.

‘Myself, Moobin, the Quarkbeast, the Mysterious X and Monty Vanguard were giving X his annual gaussing8 in the basement,’ said Tiger, ‘as the weak electromagnetic force holding its particles together needed a bit of a boost to keep them all in one vaguely coherent location. The human equivalent would be like watching your right foot drift off your leg and sail quietly out of the window. Although,’ he added, ‘that was only what we thought it wanted as no one is sure whether the Mysterious X exists or not. He communicates mainly by giving you vague ideas that sort of pop into your head unannounced.’

‘Ah-ha,’ said the Princess, who was still trying to get her head around the somewhat strange residents of Kazam.

‘We were trying to coax him back into his Kilner jar when the air started to tingle and a thermowizidrical detonation wiped out Zambini Towers. The explosion left the building as nothing but a pile of rubble half turned to glass and killed thirty-seven residents instantly. It might have been worse if it had gone critical.’

‘What’s not critical about thirty-seven dead?’ asked the Princess.

‘“Criticality” is the term we use to describe the effect of a runaway thermowizidrical detonation,’ I said, ‘where every spell turns in on itself and annihilates itself and the next in a devastating chain reaction.’

‘Even the simplest Worm Charm contains enough energy to take out a medium-sized house if you can tap right into the core of the spell,’ added Tiger. ‘Sorcerers always build in safeguards, but anyone who sets off a thermowizidrical detonation is dicing with destruction the likes of which you will never want to witness. If the attack on Zambini Towers had achieved criticality then most of Hereford would be a smoking hole in the ground – palace included.’

‘That would not be good,’ said the Princess. ‘Go on.’

‘We were trapped in the cellar but decided to lay low, as this was clearly a magic attack by a sorcerer of considerable power. We could hear someone looking for survivors – Trolls, we learned later – but even that stopped after an hour. We waited until after dark when the Dragons came to dig us out, then we were ferried on the carpets all the way down here while Moobin dug the Button Trench and put out the request for buttons on the low-alpha as Full Price put out a similar call for marksmen and women, warriors and expert fencers to make their way here.’

‘Full Price is a sorcerer?’ asked the Princess.

‘“Full” is a nickname,’ I said. ‘His brother was known as “Half Price” and they were easy to tell apart – the nicknames weren’t subtle.’

‘Half died in the attack,’ said Tiger in a quiet voice, ‘but we did finally hook up again with Kevin Zip – if he hadn’t been kidnapped at the time, we might have been prewarned and saved more sorcerers.’

‘The Remarkable Kevin Zip is our finest precognitive,’ I explained, changing down a gear as we drove across the swing bridge on the harbour front at Penzance. ‘He can shuffle through the millions of possible futures and latch on to the one most likely to occur. He’s rated the third-best there has ever been.’

‘Does he tell how this all turns out?’ asked the Princess.

‘Precognition is more of a craft than a science,’ I said, which was basically a shorthand admission that: ‘no, he almost certainly doesn’t’.

After driving past the Penzance Lido in bright sunshine and along the promenade in low cloud and drizzle – weather is very changeable in Cornwall – we parked behind the Queens Hotel, the base of our operations.

About six thousand people had taken refuge in the far tip of Cornwall, about a quarter of whom belonged on the Hive Memory ‘Eat List’, me included as of twenty minutes ago. The survivors were a mixed bag, and despite having many courageous individuals who favoured fighting over ending up as sapien en cocotte, we had no armoured vehicles, no artillery and only the weapons that the displaced had managed to carry with them. Annoyingly, bullets just tend to bounce off a Troll’s thick hide and make them more violent and hungry – neither of which generally ends well for humans.

I’d consulted my go-to person for all matters on everything, a friend named William of Anorak, and he was desperately frustrated when it came to answering, as, unusually for him, he had few fascinating Troll facts at his fingertips. He told me he’d call me back if he found anything, then reeled off all the citrus fruits, first by size, then in alphabetical order.

Without any anti-Troll strategy so far, the only two weapons we had that could possibly make a difference were Colin and Feldspar, the Dragons – but even with sound logistical support, it would be only those two youngsters against several million Trolls. Annoyingly, little more than an hour after the Button Trench was dug, a Spellsucking incantation started up which effectively hoovered all the wizidrical energy out of the air, rendering us magically powerless. Technically speaking a Hex Energy Neutralising Reversal Yieldiser, it was more often known by the acronym HENRY.9 This and the attack on Zambini Towers pointed a finger at the culprit: the Mighty Shandar. It takes a very powerful sorcerer indeed to spell up a Spellsucker or a thermowizidrical detonation. If there were a solution to the Troll invasion, it wouldn’t be magically based until we could take out the HENRY.

Anyway, the Troll invasion reeked of the Mighty Shandar’s assistance.

‘What’s the plan?’ asked Tiger as we climbed out of the VW Beetle.

‘Yes,’ said the Princess, ‘what is the plan?’

‘I don’t yet have one,’ I admitted. ‘Tiger, weren’t you running some numbers on the possibility of success when the Trolls inevitably cross the Button Trench?’

Tiger had indeed run the numbers – he was good with numbers.

‘93.7 per cent chance of success,’ he said.

‘That’s not so bad,’ said the Princess.

‘For the Trolls,’ he added.

‘Okay, that’s actually very bad.’

‘Yes,’ said Tiger, ‘the sort of odds that would give even the sunniest of optimists a lump in their throat.’

‘We can’t out-magic or out-fight them,’ I continued as we entered by the back entrance of the hotel and climbed the steep steps to the lobby, ‘so we’ll need to outsmart them. But how exactly we might do that is a matter for discussion. The Troll is more powerful, more violent than us, and has accepted unconditional surrender terms from every single one of the Kingdoms aside from Cornwall. What used to belong to humans now belongs to the Troll.’

‘They could in theory call on their human subjects to fight us,’ said Tiger. ‘Trolls regard human-on-human battles as rollicking good entertainment, and often take large side bets.’

‘True,’ I said, ‘which is why we need to build a strong coalition. First, we need a figurehead to be our nominal leader, someone we can all rally behind, and whom the members of the ex-Kingdoms might hesitate to attack.’

‘Oh yes?’ said the Princess innocently. ‘Anyone in mind?’

Tiger and myself exchanged glances. We’d been discussing this earlier.

‘You,’ I said.

‘Me?’

‘Yes. An uncrowned queen of a large Kingdom will fit the bill perfectly.’

‘I don’t have a Kingdom any more. It’s all now Greater Trollvania.’

‘The land is still there,’ said Tiger, ‘it’s only the ownership that’s in contention.’

The Princess looked at us both in turn.

‘I don’t know the first thing about ruling,’ she said. ‘I bossed an archduke around a bit once, but he was only six at the time. That’s as far as it goes.’

We stepped into the hotel lobby, a large atrium that rose three storeys to a glazed roof above. The wind had got up and I could have sworn I saw a jellyfish, two catfish and three terrified-looking Sea Scouts in a dinghy blown clean over the hotel.

‘If it’s not you it will be one of the others,’ said Tiger, nodding in the direction of what was clearly a group of princesses, all big dresses and the always fashionable wimpole hat, ‘and you’re way better than anyone in this motley bunch of royalty.’

In an improbable coincidence, there were twenty-six princesses in Penzance at this moment in time, all of whom had been attending a conference entitled ‘Is too much ever enough? Modern princessing and the defence of opulence’ at the Queens Hotel when the Trolls invaded. And while only four of them were now actually uncrowned queens, all of them thought they were uniquely capable of leading a vanquished nation to freedom. Or being the one in charge, at any rate. Indeed, the fact that we were based in the Queens Hotel at all was something of an annoyance to the princesses, who wanted to keep the hotel and everyone in it for their personal use while demanding to know why they should have to slum it ‘just because of an invasion by human-eating homicidal lunatics’. No one had thought it wise to tell them that anything connected to royalty was, as far as the Trolls were concerned, ‘good eating’. When they baked ‘Queen of Puddings’ they took it literally.10

The princesses and I had been dodging each other all week as our priorities were at polar opposites, but it seemed that this was the morning they were going to try to flex their royal muscles.

‘You there, servant and Dragon-person,’ said the most spoiled-looking of the princesses, pointing at me, ‘curtsy in the presence of your betters, commoner, or the royal executioner will have a new head for their collection.’

   


Princesses

[image: line image]

The one who had spoken was pencil thin, sumptuously dressed, and seemed to glide when she walked, as if she had spent the first ten years of her life balancing a book on her head to aid elegant deportment.

‘That’s Princess Jocamanica,’ whispered the Princess, who had also been avoiding the princesses. ‘She spent the first ten years of her life balancing a book on her head to aid elegant deportment.’

‘I never would have guessed. They’re not actually going to execute us, are they?’

‘Of course not. It’s all princessy trash talk. We always boast we can have you beheaded or bricked up in a cellar and starved or fed to crocodiles in the moat, but we never actually do. It’s seen as a little unseemly these days – and the price of crocodiles is astronomical.’

‘I’m sorry?’ I said to Jocaminca, in no mood to be threatened with execution. ‘Are you addressing me?’

Princess Jocaminca visibly rankled.

‘I shall be addressed as “Her Royal Highness the Princess of Shropshire, uncrowned queen, Jocaminca Dabforth Pipplesqunge IV”,’ she announced in a haughty manner, ‘and I would expect all others of low birth to address the royalty present in this hotel in the correct fashion. Isn’t that right, girls?’

The others all nodded their heads vigorously, except the ones who thought it below them, who had their servants do it instead.

‘I made some notes as to the correct way we should be addressed and treated,’ said Princess Tabathini, who seemed more pleasant than the rest, probably because she was a second-tier princess, meaning she only had a single castle and fewer than a dozen servants. I think she had only been at the Princess Convention because someone pulled out and they wanted to make up the numbers.

‘It runs to almost ninety pages,’ she continued, ‘so you may have to hand it round once memorised.’

‘On another matter, Miss Strange,’ said Princess Jocaminca, ‘I am hereby informing you that I, as the ranking uncrowned queen of the largest Kingdom here, place myself in charge of negotiating the manner by which we shall surrender to the Troll. I understand there is a Sorcerer’s Conclave planned. I shall preside over it and take control in all matters relating to how we shall proceed.’

‘Oh yes?’ said the Princess, who had obviously been thinking about the whole ‘nominal leader’ deal and decided that now was the moment to reveal herself. ‘Three things: first, we are not going to surrender. Not now, not ever. Second, as uncrowned queen of the Kingdom of Snodd – a bigger and way more prestigious Kingdom than yours – I believe the honour of presiding over the method of resistance should fall to me. Third, I have the support of Jennifer Strange, who is Dragon Ambassador to the world, the nation’s Head Mystician and manages the only House of Enchantment in the Kingdoms. If we are to vanquish the Troll, we need magic on our side, Jennifer as our trusted adviser, and to work together as a team.’

Princess Jocaminca gaped like a fish at what she saw as a servant’s gross impertinence.

‘I beg your pardon. You are emphatically not Princess Shazine. That princess is tall and graceful and lovely, while you are short and ugly and utterly lacking in grace. If I had a servant right now I would command them to horsewhip you for your insolence.’

It was a fair point as the Princess had indeed been bodyswapped, so she related as proof things only a princess could know, such as the optimal temperature when bathing in rabbit’s milk, and the ascending order of eligible princes in the Kingdoms, with all their titles and star ratings for good looks, personality and cash.

‘Anyone who reads What Prince Monthly would know that,’ said Princess Jocaminca in a sniffy tone, ‘it means nothing.’

‘Okay,’ said the Princess, who knew full well that there was no physical proof she was anyone but Laura Scrubb, a lowly servant, ‘let’s ramp this up a notch. You and I and Cheryl and Candice and Tabathini over there were together in I’m a Princess Get Me Out of Here two years ago. You were voted out of the palace in the first round because you refused Task One: shaking hands with a poor person without grimacing.’

‘That was never broadcast.’

‘No,’ said the Princess, ‘and neither was the round where Princess Stellerini threw a massive 3.2 Richter Scale tantrum when she was told to reduce her entourage to only six servants and wear the same dress twice. None of you even got to the round where you had to do ironing or sew a button on a shirt.’

‘Who won?’ I asked out of curiosity. The show had been a big ratings winner, more popular than ‘No Money but an Impressive Title, in which five princes of impecunious means but an impressive bloodline had to battle it out to win the hand of a Grade VII princess, the sort whose Kingdom is barely larger than a couple of football fields.11

‘Princess Organza of Midlandia,’ said the Princess, and they then set about talking about how awful she was, how she would soon lose her looks, how she had ‘certainly let herself go since the wedding’ and was also – shock horror – far too nice to her servants, something that ‘would only lead to ruin’.

‘I was there when Princess Shazine was bodyswapped by her mother the Queen and entrusted to me,’ I said, before the princessy trash-talk got them all too distracted, ‘and as Royal Mystician to the Court of the Kingdom of Snodd, I can vouch for her.’

‘Not conclusive,’ said Princess Jocaminca. ‘Besides, your “princess” currently has her finger up her nose.’

I looked at the Princess, who did indeed have her finger up her nose.

‘I think I’ve found an impressively large booga,’ said the Princess. ‘It’s been bothering me all morning.’

‘It was the bodyswapping,’ I explained hastily. ‘Some of Laura Scrubb’s personal habits came across with it. If she ever asks you to pull her finger, please don’t.’

‘Eugh,’ said Jocaminca.

It was time to play my trump card. I had wanted to keep it for the coronation, but the time was now. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small leather pouch that contained a gold signet ring with the seal of Snodd cut into turquoise, surrounded by oak leaves, a Dragon and a very small advert for Fizzi-Pop.12

‘Queen Mimosa gave me this in secret,’ I said, ‘for a moment such at this.’

I took the Princess’s hand and slid the heavy gold ring on her third finger. She stared at it for a moment, and tears welled up in her eyes. She looked at me and I nodded. Her mother had been an ex-sorceress herself, and likely had a premonition something bad was going to happen, and that bodyswapping her with a lowly maidservant was the only way by which the spirit of the royal bloodline could be preserved. I think Princess Jocaminca realised it too.

‘Your Royal Highness Crown Princess Shazine Blossom Hadridd Snodd,’ she said politely. ‘I humble myself in your presence and await your bidding.’

And she curtsied. As it turned out, the princesses who had signed up for the conference were all Grade II princesses of middling-sized Kingdoms, and none of them had the clout the Princess had – and they knew it. Say what you like about princesses, they know their place within the nation’s royalty.

‘I may have the body of a handmaiden,’ said the Princess, ‘with bandy legs, lank hair and several unsightly skin infections which will be dealt with as soon as the tests come back from the labs, but I have the mind and heart of an uncrowned queen, and I will not rest until the scourge of the Troll is vanquished from this land.’

And without waiting for a reply, she turned and set off for where the Sorcerer’s Conclave was being held: the ballroom of the hotel. I turned and followed her.

‘Did that sound queenly?’ she asked as we walked along the corridor to the ballroom.

‘Very,’ I replied. ‘I’d better start calling you “ma’am”.’

‘Only in public. When we’re alone I want you to call me “Shazza”, and look, for what you’ve done so far and will do in the future, I hereby make you a Knight of the Realm of Snodd.’

‘I’m honoured, of course, I think,’ I said, ‘but can girls actually be knights?’

‘They can if I say they can,’ she replied with a smile. ‘No point being the queen if you can’t make your own rules. Save me a place at the Conclave, would you? I’m bursting for a wee.’

And she hurried off towards the toilets.

‘Well,’ said Tiger once she had gone, ‘Sir Jennifer Strange, eh?’

‘I’m not sure it’s official without the sword stuff,’ I said, ‘but on reflection, I think I’d wear the label “orphan” with greater pride.’

‘Yeah,’ said Tiger, ‘me too.’

‘Quark,’ said the Quarkbeast.

We paused in the elevator lobby outside the ballroom, where Prince Omar Ben Nasil was working on his flying carpet,13 a threadbare specimen that smelled of unwashed spaniels and would have been rejected outright by almost any charity shop you could mention. The carpet was hovering about two feet off the ground, and Nasil was dressed in overalls and lying on a wheeled skate, the way a mechanic might do working under a car. He seemed to be delicately patching the centuries-old carpet, and the inspection light underneath shone through to reveal quite plainly its age and woefully threadbare condition.

‘How’s it going?’ I asked.

‘Not good, Jenny,’ he said, wheeling himself out from under the carpet to talk to us, ‘the Angel’s Feathers entwined in the warp gives it the ability to float, but it’s magic that controls it, so with the HENRY still operative, we’re not going anywhere.
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