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			Chapter 1 
New Orleans

			
				
				

			

			“New Orleans!” Mom just dropped a bombshell on us. We were going to drive from Pine State Forest in Texas to…

			“New Orleans? That’s in Louisiana. Not anywhere near here. Like, almost in Florida, right?”

			Jerry, my brother, jumped in. “Florida! Can we go to Disney World?” I don’t know why he was suddenly keen on Disney World. He’s a year older than me, and at 14, he usually thinks it’s for babies. But he was obviously ready to go. 

			Mom explained. “Your Dad is getting an award. It’s a very prestigious national award for law enforcement service above and beyond the call of duty. And it’s being presented at a conference in New Orleans. We’re all going.”

			I just said, “Oh.” Because what else could I say?

			Mom added, “Tomorrow.”

			Jerry was now the one who was wide-eyed. “Wait, what?”

			Dad spoke up. “We’re only here in the campgrounds for one night, then off to Cajun Country for the rest of our vacation.”

			We had finally convinced Mom to come on one of our camping trips, and she made just one condition. We had to stay in a cabin instead of a tent. 

			I was trying to put all these crazy ideas together. “You had us pack for a 4-day camping trip in the Pine Forest, staying in a cabin, but really we’re driving to New Orleans tomorrow?”

			Jerry looked up from his cell phone. “That’s over 500 miles!”

			I barely heard him. “And we’ll be 3 days in New Orleans? For a fifteen-minute award ceremony? What are we going to do there?”

			Mom got upset with me. “Winnie! It sounds like you don’t care that your father is being honored by law enforcement across the nation.”

			I probably should have apologized then, but I still didn’t get it. “I still don’t get it,” I complained. “Why don’t we just hop on a plane and fly to New Orleans and stay one night there?”

			Dad spoke up in his police Captain’s voice that he used to end arguments. “This was my idea. Number one: I wanted to show your Mom the campsite and forest in the best possible condition. Thus the cabin. Number two: I wanted to make sure you packed enough clothes, and by clothes I mean underwear, for four days. Number three: I wanted to take you to a place your Mom and I enjoyed very much when we were dating.”

			This was a lot of info to take in. The part about Mom and Dad dating really threw me an unexpected curve. 

			“You guys dated in New Orleans?”

			“Yes. We lived in New Orleans for a year. I was going to school, and your father was working for an oil service company.”

			Jerry said weakly, “Disney World?” He tapped his cell phone some more. “It’s just … 700 miles further.” He gave a theatrical sigh. “Too far, huh?”

			Mom ignored Jerry’s comment. “Let’s celebrate one of the biggest days of your father’s career!” 

			Dad said, “So far.”

			Mom looked at him and smiled, “So far.”

			Jerry, not listening, was still thinking about Disney World. “Too far.”

		


		
			Chapter 2 
Troll Alert 

			
				
				

			

			Adidas ran smack into Lazarus on the outskirts of Mayfield. The trolls both tumbled to the ground, but Adidas was up in a flash.

			Adidas looked back to Lazarus. “Sorry, Laz. Are you okay?”

			Lazarus struggled to get back up, but it was harder for him, since he was the largest troll in the village. Not large as in tall, but as in girth. One might call him the fattest troll, but that would not be kind. 

			Lazarus smoothed out his yellow hair and said, “I’m okay.”

			Adidas took that as a sign that he was really okay, and turned to run. “I gotta go see Asa.”

			Lazarus called after him. “Addy, I was just coming to find you. Lord Mayor HooDoo Number Two wants you.”

			Adidas’ hair was a reddish blur as he sped away. “After I see Asa!” 

			

			As Lazarus looked after his friend, he shook his head. “How does he not run into trees all the time?”

			Adidas reached the village and took the shortest route to Asa’s hut. This meant he had to jump some hedges and run through some play areas. But he didn’t hit anyone else, and didn’t trip over any more bushes. He got to Asa’s house and knocked rapidly on her door. He also took a few deep gulps of air to catch his breath. 

			Asa was one of the oldest trolls in the village, and she would definitely want to hear Adidas’ news first. She wore a shawl around her white tunic, and smiled at Adidas.

			“Winnie and Jerry are in the forest!” he blurted out. “And their parents!”

			Asa was surprised by the news, but not really astounded. “Well, that’s good news for them.” Then she eyed Adidas closely. “Did they see you?”

			Adidas eyebrows shot up. “Oh, no, not me. As soon as I saw them I came back to tell you. I thought maybe you and the Lord Mayor might want to send a delegation or something.”

			Asa frowned. “Certainly not! We need to leave them alone. There are too many other humans around--it would be foolish, even dangerous, for us to go see them.”

			Adidas said, “But…it’s Winnie and Jerry!”

			Asa said, “Does anyone else know about this?”

			

			Adidas replied, “No. Maybe a squirrel, Sparky, who was with me.” Adidas thought some more. “And maybe Rocky Raccoon. But I haven’t told anyone.”
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			Asa was not budging. “You had better go report to the Lord Mayor, but please tell him I’m against any contact. There are hundreds of humans in the campsite. No one is going.”

			

			Adidas said, “Yes, Ma’am,” and walked away to give his report to the Mayor.

			Adidas only told one person so far, but one other troll with big ears heard the story. 

		


		
			Chapter 3 
What Fun We Had

			
				
				

			

			The main event I usually looked forward to on the camping trips was roasting marshmallows. That was the thing my brother Jerry completely spoiled the first time we came to the Forest (staying in a tent, not a cabin, and with Dad but not with Mom, and in October, not in April.) But it was also extra special then because that led me to discover the trolls who live deep in the forest, away from the campsite and developed areas. 

			But our marshmallow roast was for later in the evening, and it was still afternoon, so Dad’s idea was to have us all take a hike. We were going to visit all the places from our first trip to the forest. I had a bad feeling about this. 

			Our first spot was the lake. Dad was explaining to Mom all about the fish he and Jerry almost caught. This fish was legendary, and was named Ol’ Blue. I looked at the water. To me, it looked like a pond rather than the huge lake Jerry and I went to with the two trolls Oola and Humphrey. On that lake, two years earlier, we borrowed a canoe in search of the missing moonstones. But we came to a whirlpool and then saw a mountain, and went into a cave, and found the chest, but the mountain began to explode. We got back in the canoe… Anyway, this wasn’t the lake. 

			Mom was skeptical as Dad explained how Ol’ Blue pulled them off the fishing pier and into the water like a raft, so Dad decided to move on. Jerry just kept playing on his cell phone, saying, “Hey, I can still get a signal out here!”

			Then we hiked to the cave where the birds had chased us because Dad was spraying air freshener instead of insect repellent. The cave proved to be home to hundreds of bats who chased us out. Mom was not interested in investigating the cave, so we hiked on. 

			We came to the meadow where Dad was trying to teach us how to play horseshoes. Suddenly Jerry was all attention. “Hey, this is where we saw that Momma bear!” 

			That got Mom’s attention in the story. “What about the bear?”

			Dad was trying to gloss over it. “Well, we saw a bear. That’s pretty exciting, isn’t it?” 

			Jerry did not seem to realize the impact of his words. “Yeah, exciting. Like, we would be dead if it weren’t for Winnie.”

			All three of us turned and looked at Jerry. 

			

			Dad was looking like he wanted to say something, but no sound came out. 

			I looked at Jerry with gritted teeth and made a slicing motion across my throat, trying to send the silent message to him to shut up. 

			Mom said, “Well, Jerry?” Then she looked at me. “Well, Winnie? What did you do to save everyone’s life?”

			I looked at Mom, and at Dad, and at Jerry, and the grass. I just said softly, “I think I fainted.”

			Then Dad tried to make light of the situation. “Oh, that bear was so far off, it’s a wonder we could even make it out. Poor Winnie was kind of overwhelmed by it all, and she got a little lightheaded.” 

			Then he turned to Jerry. “Son, could you please stop exaggerating about our hike.”

			Mom laughed at that. “Oh, so the Ol’ Blue story is a bit amplified too, huh?”

			That was, thankfully, the end of the questions about the bear. I was not going to have to explain about the bear that charged directly at me, until Oola the Troll told her to stop. Or how the bear was chasing after Dad at a full gallop, and I stepped in the way and told the bear to stop. Nope. Not going to explain that one either. 

		


		
			Chapter 4 
A Gift for the Heroes

			
				
				

			

			Skylar ran home, his blue hair flying. “Sierra! They’re here!”

			Sierra came out to see what her brother was all excited about. “Who’s here?”

			Skylar caught her by the shoulders. “Winnie and Jerry!”

			Sierra squealed with excitement, and the two danced around, purple hair and blue hair swirling. “Did you see them?”

			“No, but Addy said they were in the campsite.”

			“Come on, let’s go see them!” Then she stopped and ran back into her hut. “Oh, oh, oh! Where’s the acorn?” She started picking up clothes and pots and leaves. 

			“Don’t you have it?”

			“You’re the one who figured it out!” 

			“But you’re the one who thought of it.”

			“Wait, wait, wait! Here it is!” She pulled an acorn from under her bedroom cot. As acorns go, it was one of the largest they had found.

			

			“Let’s make sure it still works.”

			Sierra put her hands on top and on the bottom, raised it up, closed her eyes, and then paused.

			Skylar said impatiently, “Open it, already!”

			Sierra opened it and a golden marshmallow burst forth, larger than the acorn itself. 

			“Winnie and Jerry are going to be so excited! We’ve been waiting so long for them to show up to give them this.”

			Sierra took a bite of the marshmallow and handed the rest to Skylar. Then she closed up the acorn. “Now let’s go!”

			“We have to find the squirrel that was with Addy.”

			“Why?”

			Skylar lowered his voice and whispered, “Because the squirrel knows where they are. I can’t ask Adidas. And Asa said no one is supposed to bother them.”

			“We can’t go?” Sierra frowned.

			Skylar said, “Sierra, I was thinking, we could just go over there quietly, give them this present, thank them for the magic moonstones that they helped us find, and then come back.”

			Sierra looked about to cry. “But if Asa said…”

			Skylar held her shoulders again. “We’ll be really quick. We’ve waited so long to see them. You’ll come with me, okay?”

			Sierra held the acorn tightly. “Um…Um…Um…Okay. But we can’t go right now. We both have to be at the Spring Fling.”

			“Oh, that’s right.” Skylar slapped his forehead. “Okay, first light tomorrow. Right now, I’ll go find Sparky Squirrel. I think he knows where to go. I’ll meet you at the Fling.”

		


		
			Chapter 5 
Squirrel Run

			
				
				

			

			Dad was already cooking some bacon and eggs on the cabin stove when I woke up. 

			“It’s the middle of the night!” I moaned. “What are you doing?” 

			Mom was folding clothes into her suitcase. “We’re leaving at first light, so you had better get going.”

			“Mom, camping is when we sleep late.”

			Mom had the answer ready. “If we want to make it to New Orleans today, we leave in 30 minutes.”

			This was a battle I couldn’t win. I looked at Jerry, who was either asleep, or pretending.

			I dragged myself out of bed, picked up my pillow, and slammed it down on Jerry’s head. He yelped, “Hey!”

			“Quit faking. You’re not asleep.”

			“Not anymore. Mom, did you see what she did?”

			Mom was ignoring it all. “Anyone who isn’t ready doesn’t eat.”

			Well, I wasn’t going to miss a meal. I got my backpack and suitcase. I reached in for a shirt and saw some much nicer clothes than I had packed. “What’s this?”

			Mom laughed. “We couldn’t tell you to pack dress clothes for camping, so I packed them in my suitcase to bring here and repacked them while you were sleeping. You can still be casual for today, it’s a travel day. But for the ceremony on Sunday you’ve got some dress pants and a blouse.”

			I had to admit, she had planned this whole thing like clockwork. “I’m going outside to stretch.”

			I opened the door and was startled by a squirrel sitting right by the threshold. I nearly stepped on him, but he moved quickly out of the way. He didn’t move far or run, just out of my reach. He, or she--I didn’t know--sat there looking at me. 

			I said, “Hey little guy.” 

			Perhaps that was squirrel talk for, “Red Rover, Red Rover, Let Everyone Come Over!” Because another squirrel came up and sat by the first. Then another. Then a couple more. Some of them had acorns in their little hands.

			I called in to the cabin. “Hey, Jerry, hey y’all. Come look at these squirrels.”

			Jerry called back. “I’ve seen squirrels, Winnie.”

			When he said, “Winnie,” I could have sworn the whole herd of squirrels shook their tails madly. Some even started chattering. 

			Dad called out. “Winnie, go in the car and get me some paper towels, please.”

			I started moving toward the SUV, and the squirrels watched me like a crowd at the circus watches the high-wire act. I unlocked the car, reached in, got the roll, and closed the door. Some raccoons had joined in the audience. I moved rather quickly back to the cabin, and went in and closed the door. 

			I said, “There’s something really creepy going on outside. A bunch of squirrels and some raccoons are watching this cabin.”

			Jerry had a remark for that. “Zombie invasion of the mutant ‘squirrelcoons’. Bwa-ha-ha.”

			Mom said, “Just don’t let them come in the cabin.”

			Jerry said, “Mom, there’s no way a squirrel would be brave enough to come that close to humans.”

			Mom just gave him a look that said, Famous last words.”

			Jerry wanted to prove his point. He walked to the door. “Look, I could leave this door wide open, and those animals would not even try…”

			I interrupted him urgently. “Jerry, you didn’t see them. They were not afraid of me. I think they’re tame from being around human campsites too much.”

			

			Jerry laughed. “Are you afraid of them?”

			“I mean it, Jerk.”

			Mom said, “Winnie, don’t call people names!”

			Jerry grabbed the doorknob.

			I said loudly, “Don’t.” I think in Jerry’s universe , ‘don’t’ gets translated as ‘I dare you.’

			He opened the door to the cabin. What seemed like dozens of squirrels came in carrying acorns, scampering across the floor, beds, countertops, and the dresser. 

			I screamed. Mom screamed. Dad yelled. Jerry just kind of blubbered. The squirrels rushed in, put their acorns down, and ran off again out the door. But I think they came back with more acorns. 

			Some raccoons also ventured in, not as fast as the squirrels, but they looked around as if they wanted something. 

			Then birds flew in. This was too crazy. I remembered the birds coming at us because of the air freshener, but that was outdoors. What made these birds fly into our little cabin? 

			Suddenly I saw a flash of color. Was that troll hair? How could it be troll hair? Was there a troll riding on the back of a hummingbird? 

			Then Dad got busy with a bath towel and started swooshing it at the squirrels and raccoons. “Out! Get out!” I think Dad is an effective cop in any environment, because the squirrels and raccoons and birds scurried or flew right out the door. 

			
				
					[image: Squirels and birds are everywhere inside a cabin and acorns are all over the floor. Dad is waving a towel at the birds, Mom is hiding behind him, Jerry is standing behind the door, still holding the handle, and Winnie is trying to shake a squirell off her foot.]
				
			

			But what a mess! Our suitcases, tables, chairs, beds, and floor were covered in acorns. Hundreds of acorns. 

			I yelled at Jerry. “You had to open that door!”

			“What? You’re blaming me for this? You got them all excited!”

			

			“I told you not to…”

			Mom interrupted. “Jerry, pick up these acorns and sweep them towards the door. When we get a pile of them, we’ll open the door and shove them out. Don’t let any more animals come in.” 

			After about 10 minutes of scooping acorns, we opened the door, standing shoulder-to-shoulder to be a protective wall against invaders. 

			The porch was empty. 

			Not taking any chances, we finished the job of sweeping out the acorns, closed and latched our suitcases, and finished getting dressed. 

			“Ouch!” My foot hit an acorn inside my shoe. 

			“Yeow!” “Oooh!” “Hey!” Everyone had acorns in their shoes. 

			We finally got back into the SUV, and Dad drove us off for our day-long journey. 

			Jerry started laughing.

			“What’s so funny?” I asked. “Something on your phone?” 

			Jerry snickered. “What would a trip to the Pine
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