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Chapter 1

Why nine-year-olds are such Doofuses

If you were to ask nearly-twelve-year-old
Robert (‘Robbie’ to his family and other people who most definitely
were not his friends) why it is kids under ten seem like such
doofuses he’d probably just point out his younger brother and say,
“See?”

Little Ricky was a bit of a handful and very
unpredictable, that was for sure. And perhaps that’s why, in the
summer of this past year, his substitute while he was away, (a
youngish troll from under Loafer Mountain), was hardly even noticed
as anything but Little Ricky himself. The mountain troll, who
played the part of Ricky for two months, beginning with the last
couple weeks of school in the spring and ending in mid-July, loved
making messes. And he loved making trouble. And he loved making
people uncomfortable. In a word, that was Ricky, too.

~~~

On a Saturday in May, Robert decided to go
explore a little more of the sharply inclining foothills above his
home in Maple Springs. The little town sat at the foot of a
mountain which rose to nearly 10,000 feet. It certainly wasn’t the
largest mountain in the Rockies, but it was quite grand, especially
if it was one of your first mountains you’d ever seen, let alone
lived next to. And there were canyons, sloughs, and slopes covered
in scrub oaks, maples, aspens and alpine evergreens to explore.
Compared to the life he’d just left behind in Iowa it was
excitement every direction he turned. To the northwest, a lake
glistened below and in the distance he could see a valley full of
larger towns where he went to school, shopped with his mother and
did normal kid stuff. But all around him to the east, south and
with a little hook of a mountain point heading west he was
surrounded by the grandeur of cloud-scraping mountains and he
wanted to be part of it.

All of his plans for that warm May day came
crashing down when his mother put a stipulation on the adventure.
She wanted his little brother Ricky to go with him.

“Please, Robbie! I need your help with
this!” Mom was begging.

She held out the sandwiches she made for him.
They were meant as a bribe because they were three of his
favorites: peanut butter and jelly, but with cocoa hazelnut spread
instead of peanut butter; a cheese and mayonnaise sandwich on white
bread; a seafood salad sandwich on a small roll.

“Mom! I can’t take Ricky with me! He’s going
to slow me down, and…Er…what am I supposed to do if he gets
hurt?”

“You’ll take one of the cell phones. It has
GPS. You just call me and I’ll come running. If you go past where
you have reception then you’re going to be in big trouble anyway.”
Robert thought her pleading expression was pathetic.

He wanted to say something about how the
puppy-dog eyes look doesn’t work when he uses them on her, so why
should they work in reverse. But he thought better of it. Mom was a
feisty redhead, and that’s one thing his father had warned him
about often: Never make a redhead mad, unless you want to spend
days and days more than sad! Dad wasn’t much of a poet, but
that little slogan stuck in his head whenever he felt like arguing
with Mom.

“You know…I’m technically too young to
babysit, I think…” Robert said, reaching deep into the pockets of
his mind for the last few excuses he could possibly find.

Mom stood akimbo and prepared for a more
drawn out fight. But she kept her cool for a bit longer.

“Look at him, Robbie! Seriously, I can’t get
everything done for the party tomorrow if I’m dealing with
that!”

Robert did look. All his remaining effort to
argue fell flat and he resigned himself to taking little Ricky for
a little walkie. Ricky had just finished building a fine scouter’s
fire by crumpling little bits of paper, throwing in some sawdust he
got from Dad’s workbench in the garage and leaned several of Dad’s
old toy cabin logs inwards together to form the fire ‘teepee’. He
had just tipped a little nail polish remover from Mom’s bathroom
into the pile to ensure a good start and was flicking a lighter
he’d found in the kitchen drawer of emergency items. The display
was setup and ready to go on the tile in the kitchen just a few
feet from the table.

With Mom’s desperation showing brilliantly in
her eyes, Robert did the grown-up thing and stopped Ricky just
pre-explosion and asked him if he wanted to hike up the slope and
look for some snipe. Secretly, he wondered why Mom and Dad never
thought of just putting Ricky on a chain in the front yard. If it
worked for dogs, maybe it would work for crazy kids that failed
obedience school too.

Dropping the lighter, Ricky dashed to his
bedroom saying, “Let me get my pack and some exploring stuff!”

The lighter skittered across the floor and
hit one of Mom’s shoes, bouncing off. She looked at the other
scorch marks on the tile here and there. They could come out with
some cleaners and some elbow grease, for the most part. But the
grout in some areas and one of the cabinets that stood a little too
closely to where Ricky tried his last practice bonfire would never
look quite right. As she stared she held out the sandwiches to
Robert. He took them eagerly and went to find Ricky to see if he
could hurry him a long a little, or at least prevent him from
getting distracted with his latest home-built potato cannon. The
family had all generally agreed it was best to have Ricky destroy
the house and be in view, instead of allowing him to roam the
neighborhood unchecked, destroying anything that caught his
attention. But a potato canon in his room was bound to break a
window or punch a hole through the wall into Robert’s room.

Maybe military school would be able to
train him? thought Robert. But then he thought more wisely.
Nah. That probably wouldn’t even be a challenge for
Ricky.

~~~

“Ricky, let’s get moving! I don’t understand
how someone as hyperactive as you can take so long to walk a couple
blocks to the forest,” Robert yelled.

His little brother had found a lizard or
something clambering off of a rock as Ricky chased it. Most of the
lizards in town were fully aware of the terror Ricky represented
and would have been long gone by the time he got within two house
lengths. But this particular lizard was either new to the area,
still young, or was enjoying the May sunshine just a little too
long until Ricky came running full force.

“Alright!” Ricky answered with a holler.
“It’s not like you got some kinda line dead or something anyway,
Robbie! We can take all day!”

“And we probably will, too,” mumbled Robert.
Then a little louder so as to be heard, he replied, “Are you trying
to say ‘deadline’, you Doofus?”

Ricky probably picked up the term from their
father last fall when he was trying to hurriedly build them a tree
house during the first snows. It was one of the promises Dad had
tried to fill, on a deadline, before shipping out to Iraq for his
second tour of duty. There were many promises made when the parents
first spoke to Robert and Richard about moving to a whole other
state, but after arriving, Robert learned he probably shouldn’t
have complained too much in the first place. The Rocky Mountains
were beautiful, and through the past winter there had been all
kinds of new sports and activities to do in the snow that, frankly,
just can’t be done in a place with no hills or mountains.

“Where exactly are we going anyway?”
asked Ricky.

“See that cliff face up there?”

Ricky raised his head. It was definitely a
long ways up. Probably near a one-thousand foot rise if the boys
had a way to measure it, and it would just about take a mountain
goat to get to it.

“Way up there? You’re joking, right?!?” Ricky
replied, but he was unable to hide his natural grin. “Because…that
would be freakin’ awesome!!!”

He started to jog up the hill into a path
leading through some thick scrub oak.

“Wait! Wait!” Yelled Robert running after. “I
didn’t tell you why! We’re going to hang you from a rope off of it
and see if any eagles come to eat you!!”

Apparently that made the idea of the climb
even more interesting rather than cluing the younger boy in on the
joke, and Ricky picked up the pace. It was through several hundred
yards of oak mixed with a couple spruces and a maple or two before
the boys stopped at the first meadow above their home. It was a
large lump of land that was probably a couple football fields in
size. Some of the other kids in school during the past year told
Robert it was called the Maple Springs Airfield. Sure enough there
was another, older boy there getting ready to launch his model
airplane down the runway made of tromped-down grasses and shrub in
the middle of the field.

“Dan!” Ricky hollered, raising a hand to the
boy he recognized from their street. “Guess what!”

“Uh…” began Daniel as his model of a B52
bomber rolled down the bumpy runway about to take off. “You’re here
to ruin my day?”

“Jerk!” Ricky yelled back, but smiling all
the same. “No! We’re climbing up to the cliff face up there above
the ridges!”

“Oh yeah?” Dan asked casually as the plane
soared out towards the valley above the rooftops of Maple
Springs.

“We’re not really,” Robert corrected.

“What?!” Ricky cried unhappily. “Then where
are we going?”

Both boys plopped their backpacks next to the
gear Dan brought up and watched the plane for a moment, before
Robert tried to explain. Daniel was only a year-and-a-half older
than Robert so they’d hung out a few times, but this was the first
occasion he had to watch him fly the model plane. Many kids, and
adults too, had model planes and RC cars they brought up to the
meadow above town and Robert was still hoping when his father came
home from active duty the next time that he’d be able to get a
helicopter.

Normally on a mid-Saturday morning there
might be a few more people up in the meadow driving radio
controlled vehicles or watching those that were, but so far Dan was
the only one that had made it up. In the winter the meadow was a
place where the Maple Springs residents would drive their
snow-mobiles around. But in the summer the hills lower down the
slopes that lead up to Maple Springs were designated dirt bike and
ATV riding areas. The boys could hear a number of them buzzing
around below town, even above the shrill mini-propeller sound
coming from Dan’s airplane. Robert guessed that since it had only
been a couple weeks since the snows really melted away that most
people in town were busy testing out their motors and “clearing out
the old gas” still on the trails below.

Finally, Robert answered Dan. “I don’t know
how far up we’re going to go. I just thought I’d climb up to the
top of the ridge up there and take a look around. That canyon just
kind of goes up the mountain a ways, right?”

“Yeah,” Dan answered while he continued to
guide the plane back around towards them to fly in low above the
trees surrounding the meadow.

“That’s all?” Ricky grumbled. But he too was
still mesmerized by the small shape buzzing around the perimeter of
the meadow.

“Why don’t you go up to the top of that
valley where it cuts in from Loafer Mountain?” Dan suggested.

“Yeah. We might.” Robert was trying to sound
cool and knowing, but he was still curious. “What’s up there
anyway?”

“Well, there’s the springs up there.” The RC
controller dodged left in Dan’s hands as if he were willing the
plane to do the same rather than by the sticks on the controller.
“That’s where we get our name, see?”

“Whaddya mean?” Ricky asked in his
overly-loud voice.

“Maple Springs. Get it?”

“So there really is a spring in Maple
Springs, eh?” Robert asked, still trying to go for casual.

“Of course,” Dan continued. “There’s the
springs up in that cut, and there’s caves. There’s all kinds of
stuff to do up there. Even some smaller boulder faces you can rock
climb on and stuff.”

“Hmmm,” responded Robert.

Ricky was looking back and forth between
their two faces, hardly understanding why they were sitting so
coolly staring at the plane when there were rocks to be climbed and
springs and streams to be dammed up.

“Can we go there?” Ricky asked.

“I dunno,” said Rob. “I don’t know how I’d
carry you home if you broke an arm or a leg or something.”

“Good point,” Dan added. “Actually, they say
some ugly monsters live up there too, so it probably wouldn’t be
safe for the doofus here.”

Robert thought Daniel probably meant well. He
guessed that he was trying to help Rob keep Ricky from going up the
cut to the top, but if he had the plan was sure to backfire with
the little squirt.

“Oh! We gotta go, Robbie!!” Ricky
exclaimed.

“Nnnhuh,” Robert tried to disagree. There
would be no convincing Ricky to give up on the idea, so it was
better if he just prep himself for the trip and avoid having him
run off on his own to attempt the climb.

All in all, every bit of planning or change
of plans on that Saturday morning had directed the two boys towards
their destiny in the troll cave, and it was well that Robert
stopped trying to change it. They lumped their packs back on their
shoulders and bid Daniel goodbye. He nodded in return, and as they
were leaving he directed to Robert to come back sometime this
summer without the doofus and he’d let him fly his plane.

~~~

“C’mon, spaz!” Robert called back to his
younger brother, who was still climbing over a small ridge of
granite and river stones. They had found the stream that flowed out
of the springs, or at least Robert assumed he had, and started
following it upwards through the little valley. Most people called
it the ‘cut’ in the mountain side, but there were really several
little valleys caused by snow run off or by little streams or
rivers that flowed out of the mountains. This valley must be called
the cut because after it rose above the roots of the mountains
inwards towards Loafer Mountain itself it opened up. From the town
of Maple Springs a back wall of sheer cliff face could be seen at
the highest point of the cut and Robert assumed the spring was
probably just below that.

“You know, we’re never going to find the
springs if you stop to dissect every single bug or animal you
find.”

“Yeah, but that was a deer caucus back
there!”

“A what? Do you mean a ‘deer
carcass’?”

Robert had heard the word ‘caucus’ from his
dad the year before in Iowa and knew it had something to do with
electing a president, but he wasn’t sure what it meant. He did know
that his little brother was acting like a doofus again though.

“You know we’ll never get to the springs
today if you don’t keep moving.”

Ricky’s response actually made a little
sense: “Yes, but isn’t the whole point of exploring to see what you
find? And if there’s a carcass that means there were hunters up
here!”

“Probably last fall during hunt season,
though…you goober.” Rob sometimes needed a moment to stretch his
little-brother-name-calling vocabulary a bit.

Ricky was managing to catch up all the
same.

“It was cool. You could see the eye sockets
and stuff.”

Rob stopped and turned to look at his little
brother.

“You didn’t touch it did you?”

“Well…with a stick, yes.”

“Don’t touch me if you used your hands.
You’re gonna get sick that way.”

Robert wasn’t entirely sure if a deer carcass
that had been sitting out all winter would still be dangerous, but
he knew two things: one, Ricky was likely to go poking and playing
with a dead animal; two, Ricky was likely to eat his sandwich in
his pack and also touch Robert with those same hands without
washing them. He decided he’d better try to force the little
monster to wash his hands once they got up to the spring before
they ate their lunches.

Of course the very first thing Ricky did once
he caught up to Rob was latch onto his left sleeve with one of
those very hands. Robert moaned in disgust, but Ricky’s head was
cocked to one side and he was peering up through the Aspens that
surrounded them. They were high up now, and if the boys were to
look northwest they would have a beautiful view nearly one-hundred
miles away between the mountains on the north end of their valley.
But that was definitely not what Ricky was doing. For a moment,
before he remembered his little brother was too much of a doofus to
every really get scared, it looked to Robert as though Ricky was
nervous.

“Did you hear that?” Ricky said
breathlessly.

It was probably the only time that day Robert
was going to get to enjoy Ricky speaking in a non-yelling voice. He
stopped and looked around too.

“Yeah, I do! It’s the spring! I think we’re
almost there.”

Rob turned to head up the slope of the valley
towards the back end of the cut. He thought he could just make out
the cliff-faced wall at the back of the cut and knew what he’d said
must be true.

“No. No! That’s not what I mean,” Ricky
continued in a raspy voice, his hand still grasping Rob’s
sleeve.

Together they listened for a moment. There
was something rustling through the leaves of the scrub oak and
brush moving up the valley of the cut, most likely in the direction
of the spring. It seemed like it must be relatively big, although
not bear-sized. Robert began wondering if Ricky spooked a little
more easily than he ever would have thought when the noise quieted
as it moved away.

“Probably just a deer, doofus,” he said.

Ricky was looking nervously around still. But
it didn’t deter him. Perhaps it was not fear that had shone on his
face but curiosity. He grabbed his pack and motioned for Rob to
follow.

“C’mon, Robbie! Let’s see where it went!
Maybe it’s getting a drink at the spring or something.”

Robert tried to roll his eyes and shoulders
and begin a complaint, but Ricky was already heaving off up the
hill and he’d have to keep track of him anyway.

“You know, it could be a bear or something.
You really want to find out?”

“Yes!” Ricky replied several steps ahead. “I
do, for sure!”

Little did they understand the true risks of
tracking poor little Kile. Kile was named from his kind’s first
adopted man-speech they learned from humans in Norway many
centuries before. The word meant “tickle”. Of his kind, Kile was
probably the most befitting of such a pleasant name, for all the
rest of his tribe were particularly loathsome among their loathsome
species and had names such as Djevelen (devil) or Bogstank (bog
stench). Normally, of course, the cave dwellers didn’t come out in
daylight, and generally stayed far from humans due to the human’s
tendency to dispatch them whenever they’d met in the past. It is
true though, that if given the chance they in turn would more
likely eat a human than to offer a hand in greeting. So for all
involved it was generally better that trolls and humans did not
mix. Kile on the other hand didn’t see it that way, and his little
act of spying and his “accidental” alert he raised with the little
human was all part of his mischievous little plan.

~~~

After a short climb further up the cut the
boys finally heard the clear burble of the spring and Rob sighed at
the chance to slow his little brother down for a moment again. The
area truly was peaceful and they were both glad they came. Ricky,
for his part, stared around the spring, the trees moving lazily in
a gentle mountain breeze and up through the canopy to see the
brilliant blue sky.

“Wow, Robbie! Have you ever seen someplace so
cool?”

Rob laid his pack down and stood akimbo while
he looked around and back to his brother. “Yep, this is a pretty
cool little place, alright.”

“There’s like, no one around for
miles!” Ricky breathed.

“Well…we probably only hiked a couple miles
at most, Ricky.”

“Yeah, but you can’t see or hear anyone.”

“I dunno. I bet if you climbed up one of
these bigger boulders you could see through the trees down to the
freeway.”

“You know, you don’t have to be right about
everything,” Ricky replied angrily.

“Waddya mean?” Rob asked casually as he took
a snack out of his pack for the both of them.

Ricky stormed around the spring to sit on a
large rock nearby opposite of where Robert had been standing. He
folded his arms before him still not quite the preteen Rob was and
attempting to make his point with extra flourishes of his hands and
head.

“Whenever Dad is on duty you act like you’re
the dad. But you’re not. And you don’t know everything either.”

Oh brother, Robert thought as he
rolled his eyes. He wondered why nine-year-olds have to be such
annoying doofuses. After all, they’re old enough to watch a lot of
the older kids’ movies and video games that their mother let Rob
see. Ricky even read large chapter books above his grade level too,
if he managed to stop lighting fires or building booby traps long
enough to get hooked into one. But this was the very reason
Robert wanted to climb up the mountain on his own.

“Dude! Just relax. I’m just talking with
you,” Rob tried to respond in a grown up manner. “Big brothers
teach their little brothers things. That’s what we do, ya
know?”

“Sure,” Ricky grumbled. But he still wasn’t
interested in looking up at Robert. Little brothers aren’t ever
supposed to admit their older siblings might be right. That was
their job.

The two shared a couple chocolate-chip
granola bars and just enjoyed the bubble of the spring and the cool
breeze. Smells from the various trees, particularly the spruce and
pine wafted over them from time to time and the boys felt like life
probably really couldn’t get any better than living in the
mountains. Of course, having Dad home in six months safe and sound
would be the one thing all three of the Johansson’s could agree on
making their new life in the Rockies perfect, Mom most of all. But
Robert understood why his father had to serve. In Spring a year
from this trip Robert planned to bring his Dad along with Mom, and
even the doofus monkey back up to the spring for a picnic. It was
the sort of thing Dad loved.

~~~

After wrapping up their snacking, relaxing
for a few minutes more, playing in the spring a bit and throwing
some pebbles into the stream that flowed out of it, the boys got
ready to go. Rob plopped a red cap on his head that he’d gotten out
of his pack, in case the sun was too bright once they got back out
of the dense forest. Little Ricky had gotten out some spray-on bug
repellent Mom had apparently snuck into his pack and was busy
spraying every square inch in a visible oil slick, followed
by chasing a few gnats around the spring and trying to spray them
mid-air. Robert figured it was best he just let Ricky run the can
out of spray than to argue with him. That way it wouldn’t be
something else Ricky would blame him for, and Mom would get to yell
at him for using it all up himself. That’s a win-win if you asked
Robert.

Once the can was dry, Robert called to Ricky,
who had suddenly stopped shaking it as if it were a cucaracha. He
was staring into a particularly dense patch of scrub oak and ivies.
Something had caught him in rapture and he ignored Rob’s first
couple calls before responding.

“Hey!” Ricky said, without turning around. He
raised one hand back towards his brother and motioned with a
come-here gesture. “Look at this!”

Ricky’s gaze was so intent Rob instinctively
went to his brother. Sometimes even things little brothers find
cool turn out to be pretty interesting.

“What is it?” Rob said as he walked up behind
Ricky.

“Shhhhh!” his little brother said, pressing a
pair of fingers to his lips and then flapping them violently to
emphasize just how important it must be that Rob be quiet
immediately.

Robert knelt down beside Ricky on some soft,
decomposing oak and maple leaves and then peered into the
brushes.

In a whisper he asked, “What is it? I don’t
see.”

Slowly Ricky raised his hand with index
finger pointed as though he was afraid to spook a deer or a bird or
something. Once raised, the little boy’s hand motioned forward,
pointing much further into the bush and up the hill than where
Robert had originally focused his gaze. Rob wondered what the heck
he saw way back in the dark, and then, he saw the eyes.

They were not deer’s eyes. Nor were they
anything he’d recognize as a typical animal’s. The irises were
reflecting something as though they were a cat’s eyes in the dark,
and the pupils were large. However, they were paired like a human’s
around a very large and bulbous gray lump of a nose. And the lids
and brows were strangely human-like too.

Robert took a sudden inhale and the eyes
blinked. The creature’s head shivered a bit to ward off the
surprise it felt when the taller human boy made a weird whistling
breath. The boys in turn looked quickly at each other in surprise,
and then back at the pair of eyes. They were blinking and flicking
from one face to the other.

Ricky made the first move. Raising his hand
slowly he said in a husky voice, “Hi there!”

“E’t Chi’at!!?” the face attached to the pair
of eyes replied loudly in a shrill voice.

It dashed away through the shrubs at their
right. If the boys had spoken Mountain Troll, they would not have
been able to repeat what Kile had said in front of their mother.
But the fact that it spoke at all startled them both into a
momentary pause, eyeing the rustle of leaves and a dark shadow
hustling past them around the back side of the spring. Then Ricky
was on the move.

“C’mon! Hurry!” the smaller boy yelled as he
jumped nearly all the way across the spring landing wetly on the
edge opposite where they had stood.

Rob went running after taking the long way
around the water’s edge.

“Wait, Ricky! I don’t think you should follow
it!”

But it was too late. Ricky had dived into the
trees and started following the sound of rustling up the hill.
Whatever it was that they pursued was quickly navigating the
forest. Even Little Ricky, with his ability to weave in and out of
the tight trunks of oak, was nearly unable to keep pace.

“STOP, Ricky!” Rob yelled in an attempt to
reign in the little squirt. “It’s getting late and Mom would not
want you chasing that thing!”

But of course, Ricky did not stop. The chase
lasted another five minutes, and at one point Robert nearly got
ahold of Ricky’s pack to pull him down as the little boy scrabbled
up a pile of boulders. Still the rustling of leaves and the
breaking of twigs could be heard at a break-neck speed just above
them. Rob’s grab did not connect and he was left with having to
find a way up the rocks as well, trailing behind Ricky by a couple
hundred feet. Rob nearly lost sight of him before the chase
stopped.

The escapade ended abruptly when Robert,
trying to make up for distance by lengthening his stride in a more
open part of the forest ran straight into the back of Little Ricky.
They both fell down and Ricky tumbled and scrabbled against the
soft soil forest floor and his brother above him to get out and
away in a hurry. Robert was a little slower to rise, having scraped
his knee on something when he landed.

“Geez! You spaz, Ricky! What are you doing,
you little doofus?” He blurted as he made to dust himself off.

“Shhhh!” Ricky replied as he again flapped
his hands in an alarm to keep his brother still. “I lost him!”

“What the heck, Ricky!? What if that was a
bear cub? What would you do if you ended up cornering a bear up
here?”

The little boy stood up straight and looked
Robert in the face and replied matter-of-factly, “I’d play dead.
That’s what they tell you to do.”

As he finished dusting off his jeans legs and
Ricky returned to looking about the trees for the little monster
they’d chased, Rob mumbled, “Sure. I’d like to see what happens if
you did.”

But then, a few steps further through the
forest, little Ricky froze at what appear to be the tree-lined edge
of a very small meadow.

“What’s wro…” started Rob, but Ricky flashed
his hands back at him as violently as Rob had ever seen and made a
shush.

Robert took a few steps very carefully
towards his little brother trying to get to where he could see what
Ricky did. Each crunch or rustle of the leaves beneath his feet
made him cringe. What if it really is a bear? he thought.
Actually, the thought of just about any forest creature being
startled by his steps and rushing at them in defense made him very
nervous. He’d seen what a possum could do to a cat one summer in
Iowa when his pet calico came in with flesh torn and turned down in
a two inch strip near to the bone on its hind leg. It was not a
pretty sight, nor was it a cheap trip to the vet. Unfortunately
Ricky thought it was cool to see the bone. If a bear did come
rushing at them and take a bite, he’d probably be the one
inspecting his own wounds and getting excited about the shape of
the scar it might leave.

In a whisper once he was beside his brother
carefully pulling back a couple branches, Rob asked, “What is it
you see?”

In response, Ricky slowly raised his left arm
and used his index finger to point across and to the right of the
small field. There was a rise of boulders on that side that seemed
to be an extension of the very steep mountain slope above them.
Among the boulders were some movements that caught Robert’s
eye.

There, huddled behind a large boulder
blocking the whole view of what appeared to be a cave was a squat,
grey-greenish little thing bustling about, apparently wiping at the
soil around the boulders. It was awkward and shuffled funny on
short legs. It likely stood about four feet tall, nearly the same
as little Ricky, but its proportions were off, being mostly body
and short of arms and legs. Its head was odd too, nearly oval from
ear to ear, and the ears themselves were pointed and elongated.
Whatever this thing was it was roughly humanoid but it certainly
wasn’t any human. While the brothers watched it was quickly swiping
the dirt and then throwing about leaves and twigs with hands which
included boney, vicious looking fingers spread across the broad
palms.

The ugly little creature continued to fuss
about with the environments and back into the meadow as it did it
also spoke to itself. Or perhaps it was singing. The words were not
English but they had a sort of rhythm to it that was almost
soothing. Rob was reminded of the seven dwarves singing “Hi-Ho” or
perhaps the flying monkeys in another movie tromping along chanting
‘Oh-wee-oh, oh-weeeee-oh!” As best as he could recall it later,
this is what Robert heard:

Chirrup, danwa thang’wa

Chirrup, danway thay.

Chirrup, danwa thang’wa

Chi’tali danway thay!

Though they never did get Kile, the little
troll they watched hiding his tracks, to later tell the boys what
he was actually singing in his North American Modern Modified Troll
dialect, it is not something one could repeat to one’s mother and
get away without a soapy mouth during the incident. The little
creature had been cursing himself out for letting the human boys
see him. It wasn’t so much singing or chanting as it was a
particularly adamant degradation of his self-worth. Kile was
particularly young for a troll, and particularly small. He wasn’t
well liked and his odd fascination with the humans over the last
few decades as their homes climbed ever further onto the benches of
the foothills and roots of the mountains had earned himself a
terrible reputation below ground.

As Robert attempted to move his head about to
get a few twigs out of his line-of-sight, one of the branches
slipped across the back of his baseball cap and made a
leave-shaking sound directly behind him. He groaned under his
breath, already knowing he’d blown their cover. The little troll
very slowly stood up straight. Then it craned its head around
equally slowly to look directly into the two pairs of eyes peering
from the shadows of the oak scrub and maples. Then, instantly, he
was gone. It was as if the ugly little thing had just blinked out
of existence. But as Robert’s mouth dropped and he bobbed his head
some more to try to confirm what he’d just seen, or rather suddenly
hadn’t seen, he could just make out a cloud of dust slowly swirling
into the boulders towards what he still assumed was a cave
entrance.

“C’mon!” little Ricky said huskily, and he
hopped up and started trotting towards the boulders across the
meadow.

“Wait!” said Rob, extending an arm to try to
catch Ricky by the shoulder and hold him in place. But it was too
late.

Soon both boys were jogging up around the
camouflaging boulders and towards the cave entrance. Ricky dropped
his pack right there and started trying to peer into the very dark
depths of the cave. The entrance itself was only about three or
four feet tall, but it was five or more wide at the base. The floor
of it and just outside of the cave was flat, and appeared to be
carefully laid granite slabs. It seemed this cave was man-made, or
at the very least, ugly little troll-made, as everything in the
entry way seemed to be very carefully placed and positioned just
right such that from elsewhere in the meadow the cave would not
likely call attention to itself. Still, if one were to come upon it
directly it was unmistakably defined and intentional.

“Look, Robbie!” Ricky said with awe in his
voice.

“Don’t call me that,” sniped Rob.

“But look! There’s carvings on the rock!”

At first Robert didn’t see them. But as he
peered further into the darkness they glowed an eerie blue color.
There where shapes that looked vaguely similar to Egyptian
hieroglyphs and pictograms Rob had read about in books but they
were more modern looking. Some seemed to be spirals, or unclosed
triangles, circles or various polygons with no particular purpose
but decoration. None of them completed a full shape but had just
stopped shy of completing the diagram. He thought of a musical
triangle and how the metal bar that shaped the instrument didn’t
quite come all the way around to touch again. The shapes were like
that. He couldn’t imagine that any of them could mean anything.
They didn’t seem like words or letters. Yet they glowed and even
pulsed slightly with the electric blue light. And they covered
everything, with a distance of one foot at the most between any of
them, they shone from the floor, the walls and even the roof of the
cave as far into the hole as the boys could see.

“Ricky?” Rob whispered tentatively, “I think
we’d better get out of here…right now!”

The last bit was a hiss and Robert grabbed
ahold of Ricky’s pack, suspecting that if he didn’t the little boy
would make a dash and that would be his last chance to make him see
reason. It didn’t work.

Ricky slipped out of his pack and dove for
the floor of the cave a few feet ahead and ran his fingers tracing
around some of the glowing shapes.

“What makes it glow?” he asked
enthralled.

“I don’t care, Ricky! We’ve got to get home,
now!”

Ricky stood up. “No, no! Look, he wasn’t a
bear and he’s not going to hurt us.”

“Ricky, let me tell you right now, if you
don’t come home I’m going to tell Mom you went rock climbing and
that I can’t find you because you wouldn’t stop! How do you think
she’s going to act then!” Robert played his desperation in his
attempt to get Ricky to leave.

Ricky stood and shook his finger back at his
older brother when he responded.

“She’ll say you did a rotten job and
you’ll be the one getting grounded!”

“NO, Ricky! Don’t you know what happens if
you corner a bear? You’re going to get us eaten! We have to go
right noooowwww!”

Ricky took a couple steps towards his older
brother and then snatched his own backpack out of Robert’s hands.
They were both just inside the entry of the cave and their faces
were only partially lit by reflected sunlight from outside and the
blue light emanating from within the cave. The smaller boy started
waggling his finger again about to tell his older brother just how
it was since he couldn’t seem to understand.

“It’s not a bear, Robbie. And I’m not
leaving yet until I see where that little thing went. He was
talking, Robbie! I’ve gotta find out…”

But the little doofus was cut off. From
within the cave an echoing hiss joined their conversation.

“Boysss mussst go!”


Chapter 2

Making Friends

The sound startled both of them so that
Robert started taking a few steps backwards out of the cave. As
Ricky also turned in response, Rob snagged the strap on the top of
his pack and started to pull too, but Rick struggled against him
trying to pull him further in.

“Lissssten!” said the voice again. “Boysss
must go now, or othersss will sense them soon!”

Both boys stopped and peered into the
darkness. Robert’s heart beat in fear and frustration both. He
didn’t know how close the owner of the voice was and hoped it
wasn’t within a near grab of them. Ricky’s raced at the potential
to speak with the ugly little creature and find out how he
disappeared so quickly outside.

As they tried to focus their eyes further
down the cave’s walls a shimmer fell not ten feet before them and
the little troll came into focus. He was wringing both hands in
front of him and his sharp teeth shined blue in a tense grimace. It
risked a couple steps towards the boys and motioned with both
hands, palms up in an attempt at pleading with them. But the
black-nailed, claw-like fingers along with the creatures teeth,
ears and deathly skin tone made Robert all the more afraid to
move.

“Human boysss. You mussst go now, or they
will sense you! Then I get… rosh’t’aken!”

Ricky, ever the curious cat, asked, “Rosh
taken? What’s that?”

The little critter raised its hands and
waggled them back and forth in response. It hummed to itself in a
monotone as it placed one long, boney index finger on its nose and
thought, eyes rolling.

“Uh…grounded. Kile will be…grounded if
others find you here!”

“There’s others!” Ricky almost shouted
it.

Kile returned to waggling his hands back and
forth before them. Robert for his part gulped and tried to imaging
what kind of trouble they’d be in themselves.

“No, no!” Kile hissed. “Shhh, shhh!”

“What in the freak are you?” asked Ricky, his
hands on his hips, puzzled look upon his face.

The little troll mimicked the smaller boy in
return, standing akimbo and eyeing him up. He even giggled a little
in his raspy troll voice as he did so. He’d never had a chance to
actually talk with a human, let alone play a sort of game with one
before. Mimic was a troll’s greatest magical defenses, of course,
but copying the humans’ motions and expressions were not quite the
same thing.

“Kile!” he eventually replied.

“Well…what’s your name then?” Ricky
continued.

Robert behind him was starting to regain his
sanity a little. He swacked his little brother’s right shoulder,
hard, and made a shushing sound himself, extremely unlikely to be
heeded by the smaller boy.

“Um,” said the little troll, placing a finger
on his mouth this time before responding. “I Kile!”

“Kyle? So…your name is Kyle…and you are a
Kyle? …How do you spell that?”

Kile clapped his hands and laughed again in a
raspy hum and giggle combined as he tried to mimic the raised
eyebrows and somewhat haughty look Ricky was giving him.
Unfortunately troll eyebrows don’t really raise very well, although
they can squash together when frowning or squinting. The effect was
that of wide-eyed terror or surprise that was so awkward even
Robert had to laugh.

“I am troll. I mountain troll!” Kile said,
and then pointed a thumb back at his chest. “Kile!”

“Uh-huh,” replied Robert. “And we’re both
humans, and…I think we’ll just be leaving now.”

Robert turned and forcefully turned his
little brother around, who protested and fought. As they looked to
the exterior of the cave a large shadow loomed over it, making the
light inside even more eerily blue. Then a very large troll seemed
to materialize out of a shimmer in the air. It’s nose and it’s ears
were considerably larger than Kile’s. In fact, the entire head,
body, and the lengthy, orangutan-shaped arms were all considerably
larger. It hung from the edge of the cave entrance such that it
looked almost bat-like, blocking the entrance. A rough and
reverberating voice came when the creature opened its mouth,
exposing large stone-colored and rugged teeth.

“Ker-atch’k?” It asked. Then it dropped to
the floor of the cave entrance with a heavy thud, spinning as it
went to land on its feet.

The boys heard a quiet Trollish curse uttered
behind them, “Chi’at…”

Then they turned back to the monster filling
the entrance just feet in front of them.

It glared at the two of them in turn, then
made a sharp gesture with one arm towards Kile. It seemed to be
asking the smaller troll a question about the two brothers. As it
spoke it demonstrated taking a large food item (a hind quarter of a
cow, perhaps?) and pretended to nosh on it as it held it between
two fists.

“Cu’moh neer’at tah neekin, Kile?” it
growled, and then gestured again towards the smaller troll.

The two humans turned their heads slowly
about to see what Kile’s response would be. He waddled towards them
wringing his grotesque hands together again. As he stepped to
answer the larger troll he parted the two brothers. Neither human
knew it, but it was an attempt to ensure Dronosh did not take the
initiative in enjoying a nice human munching either.

Finally drawing enough nerve to face the
older troll eye to eye, Kile began to plead on their behalf. His
hands moved a lot, and the explanation was lengthy. When he was
done the large troll huffed at him. It then placed one over-sized
palm on Kile’s head and leaned over him to look more closely at the
humans. He took several giant whiffs of air, smelling the boys,
seemingly contemplating their flavor. Then he stood up again and
folded his arms before them, breathing heavily.

“What is it? What is he saying, Kyle?” asked
Robert breathlessly.

Kyle turned his head somewhat back to them
but did not dare turn his back on the large troll. He mumbled out
of the side of his mouth a quiet response.

“Dronosh want to know…umm,” again Kile seemed
to be seeking the right words. “He want to know why I not eat you
already.”

“Oh cra…” started little Ricky. But he did
not get the chance to finish.

Kile attempted to continue on his
explanation. It took several sentences and the larger troll seemed
less and less happy with it.

“Na’lah tah neekin derre humanssss?!
Ne ta’lah tah neekin, ogen mysah derre humansss!”

“Uh-oh,” mumbled Kile and then he attempted
to complain again to the large troll. His voice was raising and it
seemed to Robert that the little troll was getting desperate.

“What? What is it?” insisted Robert every
time Kile took a moment to inhale.

Finally, Kile responded in his nervously
raspy voice.

“Dronosh say, if I not eat you, he eat you. I
try to tell him against the rules now.”

Robert and Ricky both looked at each other.
Ricky finally seemed to understand the predicament that he had
brought both himself and his brother into, and there was some
honest, nine-year-old fear reflected on his face.

Rob grumbled very low, “Ricky?...I think I’m
gonna let him eat you first, you doofus. Maybe he’ll get full.”

Ricky gulped and then both boys turned back
to the conversation. Kile also turned from his conversation,
exposing his back to the larger troll. Subconsciously, Robert
thought perhaps that was a good sign. Indeed Kile was smiling when
he spoke to the boys, although it seemed forced. Forty-seven
pointed teeth shone from his wide grin.

“See? We talk it out!”

“Oh yeah? So what’s for dinner then?” asked
Ricky quietly.

The large troll still stood behind the three
with his arms folded, chest rising and falling heavily as he
huffed.

“No, no, no!” Kile said. He clapped a hand on
either boy’s shoulders, which was a little hard to do since both,
even Ricky’s were quite a bit taller than the small troll’s
drooping hands and turned them into the cave, walking slowly. “We
are mountain troll. Not bridge trolls. We not eat humans. And!
Mountain trolls can talk too! We fix this.”

“Fix this?” Robert asked nervously. “What’s
going on? Can’t we just leave now?”

Robert had stopped them in their tracks and
Kile’s eyes flicked nervously about.

“Uh…Dronosh not let me let you go until we
talk to king,” he responded, trying to push the boys to start
walking into the cave again with him.

“What?!”

Kile stopped and rung his hands a little
before responding. Dronosh also stopped and smashed down both
clenched fists into the cave floor, shaking it slightly. Obviously,
there was still quite a bit of tension between them all and Robert
had already decided he could do nothing but go quietly with Kile’s
plan even before he got the explanation.

“Well…Dronosh is our…um…guard?” Kile
still had trouble with several words. It was then that Robert
understood this was a second language for him, and he was
struggling with it just as Dad had when he spent one summer trying
to learn Spanish.

“Guard?” Ricky asked? He turned to Rob and
then said in a whisper while finally smiling again, “Like Dad!”

“No, doofus. Dad is in the Army National
Guard. I think this big guy is like the door guard to the
cave.”

“Yes!” giggled Kile. He wondered at how smart
the little humans were. They seemed to understand a whole lot more
than he would have expected. “Dronosh guard door. He say must eat
you so no more humans come. I tell him that is against rules. We
don’t eat humans anymore.”

“Anymore?”

“Well…mountain trolls used to eat humans.
Insides taste very good…at least that what Dronosh say.”

“How does Dronosh know?” asked Ricky.

“Oh?...well…Dronosh very old. He eat humans
many hundred years ago in old lands. But he won’t eat you…if King
tell him not to.”

“Oh great. I get it. You still have to
convince him,” Rob grumped. “Ricky, I swear you’re getting eaten
first!”

“No, no, no!” Kile tried to ease them both
with his huge grin again. “King made rules. King not going to let
eat you.”

Kile slapped them on the shoulders
reassuringly as they continued into the pale blue glow of the troll
caves. The pathway twisted and turned and descended into the roots
of the Rocky Mountains. The temperature dropped and occasionally
the boys could hear either water dripping in the caves or various
grumblings of other trolls echoing through the caverns ahead.

The two boys were not reassured by Kile’s
friendly slaps.


Chapter 3

The Mountain Troll King

Along the cave through which Dronosh
accompanied the three smaller beings, Robert and Ricky both tried
to figure out a little more about these ugly creatures hidden in
the mountain.

“Do all of you speak English?” Little Ricky
asked.

Kile grinned aggressively at the question.
“No, no. Kile only one. I find TV on road by the big smelly cans
one time. It stayed there for many weeks, every time I go check on
it. So…I take it. I watch it for many years now.”

“Sweet!” replied Ricky as he trudged along
being steered by Kile’s touch on his shoulder.

After a few moments of thinking about it,
Robert asked, “How do you turn it on?”

Kile was lost at first and his grin became
only a thin-lipped smile. “Hmmm? What turn on?”

“Your TV? How do you turn it on? Do you have
electricity in here?”

“Oh!” Kile said, somewhat surprised. He
turned his head and rolled his eyes as if to check how close
Dronosh was following behind. When he looked back to Rob his grin
broadened but it wasn’t as pleasant has it had been earlier.
“Uh…sometimes…”

“Sometimes?” Ricky repeated.

“Not supposed to bring human power into troll
caves,” Kile grumbled under his breath, but his eyes clicked to a
space several more steps ahead where the cave floor with its
blue-glowing glyphs met the wall of the passage. Along most of the
path there were small pebbles and palm-sized stones. Neither boy
had thought anything of it before, but as they passed the spot
where Kile’s eyes homed in, if only for a moment, there were a
couple exposed sections where they noticed a grey electrical cable
tucked along the side of the cave. It seemed to be a very thick
version of the cabling Robert had seen strung through the exposed
walls of a home still being built.
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