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Prelude
A Spell of Words


Dreams are the language of world building and world ending. We live in a dream built on the magic power of words and numbers. We don’t just believe them. We be-live in them.

Not one of us can remember all the combinations of words and numbers that conjure an airplane, a telephone, a city or an empire as big as a continent. The formulae for materializing those apparitions are stashed away in books and files, scribbled and printed, spelled out on the page, and in the form of numbers made static by magnets held suspended in time by copper and cadmium and rare earth metals in machines ironically called “servers.” All that knowledge in the gossamer of symbols that we call information informs our every thought. Like us, the synthetic world we live in is as vulnerable to extinction as a snowflake collected in a box by a child heading indoors to warm up. 

We don’t remember how whole we felt when we felt ourselves in — all the way in — nature. We were children then. We had not learned “better.” 

 

Now informed by the spell of history, we divide nature into parcels, resources and property. We be-live in that fantasy world and believe that everything is “better” for the surrender of our true nature to the program of progress. 

Seldom do we wonder who it is better for, and who it is not good for. But clearly, it’s not better for the trees, the water, the air, the soil. It is not better for anything not under the spell. 

Even the few people who want to don’t know how to save the nature within and without us — without casting a counter-spell to the arrangement that is killing everything. The Spell of Words that creates in our minds false memories and perceptions keeps us separated from the world as it is. The Spell holds us mesmerized. It lets us experience the world as it is mediated to us, through images and half-attended whisperings. It censors our own eyes and ears and hearts, forbidding us to find community with the world beyond the manmade. Generation following generation, we betray our own children to this necromancy. 

 

We need a counter-spell.

 




Chapter I
Nativity


Upon a time once real but now forgotten…

 

Final trills of thunder played gently on nearby rocks, then rumbled off into the darkness. The rain was done. A troll kept watch just inside the opening of his cave. His big misshapen ears twitched at every sound, every drop of water that hit the dank cavern floor. His chest reverberated with the blast of each thunderclap that rolled past him and then bounced off the inner cave walls, then echoed back over him where he stood in the outer gallery. His ears rang with the sound of gods speaking louder than his own inner voice. 

These weren’t the only sounds Huth could hear as he twitched and shivered. His mate, Tibbs, was in labor and old voices came barging into his right ear from the icons tucked within cavities chiseled into the rock walls. They commanded that he stand vigil until the little troglodyte was born. 

Huth looked up at the cave ceiling where, over the years, he had painted images of animal spirits. He waited to glimpse the grandmothers who spoke in his ear from the world of the dead, but they weren’t there among the bison, the single-horns, the great bears and the tree-heads he’d drawn. He could hear the ancient ones, but he couldn’t see them. 

The voices seemed to come from the unmoving stony mouths of crude statuary in a fire-lit alcove. Their words were muffled and seemed to come from far away, but their words were dancing in the space between Huth’s ears, and he could not ignore them. He felt their presence as the past crashed into the future and created the present moment. He turned his back on them and tried to silence them, but they demanded his attention no matter which way he turned.

Huth’s stomach grumbled, and he belched in answer to the voices in his head. He repeated that sentiment again, adding a throaty growl to the loud gust from his mouth. He had no patience for this whole birthing thing. It was going on for far too long. 

The strong smell of musk and sweat mixed on a zephyr with the aroma of earth and dampness in his big flaring nostrils. It excited and agitated him. All this bother, just to produce an heir! 

“An heir to what?!! Bah!” He bellowed all of a sudden, in answer to the unspoken thought. He had nothing and wanted nothing that could be inherited, having no respect for the idea of owning things.

Huth snorted and stared into the fire. Hot tongues lapped at the surrounding cool air. At their base, red embers glowed like living rubies and as he looked their cherry light swooned into visions. Huth’s eyes widened and into their dark centers poured prophetic images. 

Straight-walled buildings of rust-colored brick shimmered in the fluid light of the embers. From their uninspired linearity rose up tall tubes also of brick, and out of those tubes swirled thick smoke that spun around the tongues of flame and sent sparks tumbling up into the darkness of the cave’s stone ceiling. Round about the man-factories that danced in Huth’s eyes were forests on fire and withering things once alive. Either from staring too long at the hot glowing visions, or from grief, tears flooded and pooled and trembled on his lower lashes.

“Ruining, ruining, ruining,” he said under his breath. 

Then, the voices returned and spoke more plainly in his head.

Last is first and first is last.

The baby cannot stay with you.

The past is present; the present past.

With wisdom old we will imbue

A child of Troggles, a mouth to speak

To men bewitched by their own tongue

To either break the spell so bleak

Or let them dream and die among

The dung and dross their wills create.

 

We will him to grow fast and learn

The ways of men both good and ill

Into his mind each day will burn

More knowledge than a score of years

Would suffice for a child to learn.

And taller than a boy can grow

Your babe within a season

Shall gaze on men as small and low

Devoid of wisdom, love and reason.

 

This babe away this night will flee

But you did well to birth

A son of Troggles such as he

Who soon will prove his worth.

 

“For what?” Huth growled. “We’re dead. That’s that. The days when Troggles walked free on top the ground are done. I smell somethin’ rotten in yer song, old uns. What’s this mischief? Take my boy from me soon as he’s born, will ya? Grow him fast ta let men folk chop him down like a chestnut tree — is that yer plan?” 

The only answer that came back was silence, and he knew what that meant. There would be no more talk from the dead.

And then he caught a different scent…not the muskiness of pending childbirth but the minky smell of a deer just beyond the cave opening. It was just one pounce away from becoming dinner! 

A branch snapped. Shaking his head from side to side, the big troll paced near the stone archway. He wanted to shout but spat instead. His lolling tongue cracked like a whip against cheek and chin. A large wad of spittle flew through the den’s opening and landed on a bush just outside. 

“Bah!” 

His amber eyes, unblinking, spun wildly in deep sockets shielded by a heavy brow-ridge. His eyes watered as he paced. 

Leaves rustled. Huth froze. He sniffed loudly, then heaved a heavy sigh. Something was out there. It was a buck, just beyond the trees that framed the cave’s opening. 

The troll’s belly was empty and wanted meat. He’d eaten little more than mushrooms and dandelions. He was hungry for flesh. But he could not go.

Huth grumbled a curse under his breath and spat again. “By the stone on me pappy’s grave! I hungers!” He kicked a makeshift bench lashed together with bear tendons, crashing the loose boards to bits. A pile of elongated yellow, orange and purple tubers gathered the day before tumbled about in the shadows like scurrying rats. He longed to shout to his mate “Enough! Squirt the Trogglet out! I hungers, and ye not done!” But he dared not. He wouldn’t tempt the Old Ones to speak again. But hunger had a voice of its own.

Any hope of capturing that buck lay in the dim prospect that the whelp would be born soon, and without another bellowing shout from Tibbs. He could see a spindly rack of antlers darting at odd angles with the birch branches just a short leap from the cave’s entrance. Unfrightened, the deer paced nearer. It marked the ground with urine. The wind was in Huth’s favor. But still, he could not act.

Filled with frustration, the troll pulled at a sparse crop of wiry hair on his broad, bony head, then raised his mighty fist and pounded a crude oak table with a thunderous blow. It collapsed to the dirt floor in a heap. 

Huth collected himself just in time to hear the buck scampering away deep into the forest. He bellowed just as Tibbs hollered out loudly in pain.

“Agggg!” 

Crushed and defeated, Huth sank to the floor, glowering first at the cave’s entrance, then toward the dwelling’s innermost recess, back beyond where his mate lay panting. Then he turned his gaze to the carved stone figures that had spoken softly from the darting shadows of the fire. He knew what they wanted; what they demanded. But he could do nothing to appease their insistent whispers until the little troll was launched into the world. “I’ll do it; I’ll do it,” he muttered to the shadows quietly enough, so Tibbs wouldn’t hear.

Scratching his arse the troll spat again. “She-business!” And he pointed his bony chin toward the stone figures. “And ya’ve gotten me mixed up. All yer big plans. Don’t mean nothin’ to me. Tibbs’ll box me ears fer leavin’ our babe ta the chances.”

He stared at the shadows and wiped his nose on his wrist. He heard Tibbs moan and then fall silent.

“By the stones of me grandpappy,” he bellowed loudly, “Huth will not wait forever!”

Tibbs moaned from her nest. It consisted of little more than a pile of pine boughs and dry grass, but now it was wet and briny, since her water had broken. She panted before pushing again. It had been an arduous affair and the she-troll was nearly spent. The next contraction peaked as Tibbs bellowed, punched the stony chamber wall and grunted. She stood a moment, adjusted her stance, and crouched again.

Tibbs could faintly hear the commotion Huth was making but she had other things on her mind. She was in birth’s final stages. The little one was at long last making ready for its entrance. She grabbed some fresh straw and put it beneath her on the floor. 

From the outer gallery Huth heard another loud grunt, then for a moment there was silence. Huth took a breath. He strained to hear some sign. When none came, he stood and kicked the shattered table, making its top spin on the clay floor a full rotation. Then he ambled unsurely back into the cave where Tibbs sat, slumped with her back against the wall and her legs spread across the cold ground.

One final thrust and it was over. A bundle of squirming life appeared on the clay floor in front of her. Tibbs collected herself then leaned forward and gave breath to the newborn, holding it in her hands and shaking it slightly until it squawked for warmth. The baby was larger and more developed than human newborns. It was a boy child, dressed in a sticky red coat from the womb. 

Eyes already opened, the newborn troll looked about and settled as best he could amid the mound of straw. He was exhausted and hungry and found comfort in the makeshift bed. Tibbs finished tending to the afterbirth, licked the newborn clean, then grabbed the babe with one arm, nursing him for the first time. 

Tibbs ambled from the shadows toward Huth. She was as massive as her mate but shorter and squatter. Her body was covered by a sheen of perspiration. Desperate weariness roamed in her deep-set eyes. She cleared her throat and spat into an already well-saturated pit near the far wall. 

Holding out her arm, the female nodded. “Sees you he?”

Dangling by his big toe from Tibbs’ fingers, the newborn swung in space. He was content, his large eyes now fixed upon his poppa.

Huth stared at the ground and seemed not to notice. Tibbs stamped her foot then grunted. She was in no mood for Huth’s stubborn nature. “Sees you he?” she demanded. “Sees you he…your son…your wielder?”

Huth straightened slowly. This was his son who would one day perform the Rite of the Stones when his last day came. But now, in this moment, he shared the troll-babe’s first day. Huth’s eyes filled with visions of distant days…forward and past…of stones in a circle, of more otherworldly voices, of things to come, some evil, some wondrous. He shivered and spat a name that bubbled out of his guts. “Go away, Ventego!” 

Tibbs took another step toward her mate. She glared at him angrily. “Huth talks a foul name. This little ‘un’s got days on days comin’. Let ‘im hear good sounds, not foul names his first un.”

Huth wiped his nose with the back of his hand and dropped his arm to swing at his side. Tibbs shoved his chest hard with her free hand and shouted. “Sees you he, Huth’s wielder?” She stood glaring defiantly, waiting for the customary response. Huth’s empty belly went tense, and he couldn’t breathe. The words of the Old Ones caused him to hesitate. Every move he made would bring him closer to giving the child away to fate.

“This!” she shook the newborn, “this, your son!” she barked then let go her grip. The baby tumbled to the floor, landed squarely on his head then rolled to one side, unphased. 

Huth scratched his chest. “‘Tis son of Huth. ‘Tis Huth’s wielder,” he said reluctantly.

Satisfied that her task was through, at least for a little while, Tibbs plucked a tuber from the scattered pile on the floor. Biting it like an apple, she turned back toward the rear of the cave. 

“Go. Tell the grandmothers,” growled Huth, and Tibbs turned to glare at him over her shoulder. She stepped past the low-licking flames of the fire and into the shadows where open-mouthed figures with gouged stone eyes stared back and listened for word from the world of the living. Tibbs thought she heard one of them ask: “Has the Trogglet made the crossing to your world, Troggle?”

The little troll rolled on his side and looked after his mother, then rolled back the other way, got up on a knee, and scampered on strong legs toward Huth. He latched on, wrapping himself around his father’s ankle, as troll babies are wont to do. 

Huth spied the little one wrapped around his leg and swatted him away. “Don’t hang on me. Yer gonna get lost,” he grumbled. “That’s what the old uns want. But Huth ain’t so sure. Stay with momma. Poppa’s gotta hunt. Huth ain’t deliverin’ a Troggle babe to the likes of men. Not even if the trees bark and flies fly and bees be.” 

Rebuked, the troll babe crawled over to the ruined table and began to bite things. 

Huth was still hungry and there was no need to stay. His son was playing and would be fine. Tibbs would be sleeping soon, and she’d need meat when she woke. Tibbs would hear the baby if there was any trouble. 

Just then a twig snapped outside the cave. The scent of fresh buck urine wafted through the entryway. 

Huth moved toward the entrance. His son scurried back to his calf and latched on once more. This time Huth didn’t brush him off. He shrugged as he crept out the cave thinking, “If it’s what the old uns want, Huth’s got no say.” 

His every sense was filled and focused on only one thing now: bringing that deer down. He turned back to the cave just to yell inside and grab a sharpened antler knife.

“Off to hunting, Tibbs!” Huth shouted as he reached for his club.

“Off to sleeping is Tibbs,” the she-troll bellowed as she tumbled forward onto her fresh straw mat. She knew the baby would be fine. The babe was Huth’s wielder. They had a life and death destiny together. Comforted in this last enveloping thought, Tibbs began to snore. 

Moonlight found its way through the thick forest, accenting the haze in the humid air. Huth stood motionless at the cave’s mouth. Scrunching leaves and the sound of hooves scurrying into the woods perked Huth’s senses once more. 

“I hears ye…” 

Huth ambled outside and covered the entrance with brush and vines. Through all this, he was unperturbed by his precious stowaway. His mind and heart, spirit and blood spoke only of the hunt. 

 




Chapter II
A Babe in the Woods


Branches snapped nearby. Huth’s nostrils flared as they filled with the animal’s scent. A doe in season. Where had the buck gone? No matter. His mouth watered. 

The troll babe tightened his grip as Huth scuttled down the slope, picking his steps quickly, but carefully. Moonlight shimmered on dew-wet leaves. Holly bristles scratched the newborn as his father plowed through the underbrush. The baby moaned but couldn’t be heard above the din of blood lust that pounded in Huth’s ears. Clinging on for his so-short life, the little one quickly learned to duck sapling branches and stinging briars.

Up and down the dark rocky hills of rolling forest they went, leaving home far behind. Periodically Huth stopped to listen. Then he doubled his pace. He darted behind outcroppings of boulders and made himself as still as one of the rocks until he finally spotted his prey. From then on, it was a matter of how much leeway to give, how much room he’d need for a broad jump, and how quickly he could strike. 

Had his son been a few weeks older, the little troll might have appreciated Huth’s finesse, but for the moment everything was too new, too fast. The unknown was full of confusing shadows, sharp poking things and wonderment.

Small night creatures froze when the old troll passed, but they had little to worry about. Venison was on the menu, on the mind and just ahead. 

There was the doe. She was full grown and stood not ten feet away. Huth crouched completely motionless as the nimble beauty nibbled some leaves. 

Suddenly she lifted her head; ears scissored and nose twitched. She felt a presence. Four eyes were watching her. The deer tensed then started to flee but Huth was upon her.

At the moment of impact, the troll babe lost hold and flew through the undergrowth. Hellebore, lobelia and fern fronds tumbled around in a vision of whirling subdued green that, to eyes less made for the night, would have been only a gray smear. The spinning ended with a thud. He landed with his feet in the air and head on the ground, nestled between roots at the base of a great chestnut. 	

He pulled away a damp leaf that formed a patch over his right eye and sat up blinking. Some distance away in the middle of a circle of ironwood trees he saw his father silhouetted by a slight brightening along the hills’ horizon. Huth was stamping and kicking the earth in a rage. But before the troll babe could cry out, the big troll was gone again. 

The doe had managed to escape, but Huth was a relentless hunter. He would not stop until that deer was properly stalked, felled and feasted upon. He knew he’d lost the little one, and his gut knotted at the thought of Tibbs’s wrath. For the briefest moment he glanced around for his son and saw nothing. For the span of one inhale, he was torn between the hunt and retrieving the newborn Trogglet. But the Old Ones had commanded him to abandon the baby in the woods, and who was he to tell them ‘No?’ Now seemed as good a time as any.

Huth spat another curse as he sprinted four long gates of his gnarled legs in pursuit of his meal. Then he paused. Then he ran as hard as he could, until his chest ached.

The little troll scampered after his father and kept him in sight. Huth suddenly stopped. A dry stick snapped off in another direction. The young one stopped too, in imitation. Then the sound of more snapping branches, closer, much closer. 

Huth sniffed the air to be sure. To the troll babe, his father seemed to grin.

The doe pranced through a clump of mountain laurel between the elder troll and his son, stopped, then sprang like a grasshopper over a fallen tree. Huth was right behind, followed by the fevered footsteps of his son, each step taking them further and further away from home. 

Huth was beginning to lose patience when the doe stopped again. She was tired and cautious, so he waited for her to relax her guard.

The deer started munching some nearby tall grasses, periodically sniffing the air. Ghosts of danger whispered through the branches. She stopped chewing. 

The doe sprang from the ground in a panic, but a great weight fell upon her. Her spine buckled under it. And though she made a valiant effort, the struggle ended quickly with a snap of her neck. 

From his hiding place in a depression left by a great wind’s uprooting of an old hemlock, the baby watched as his father brought the deer down. In the aftermath the forest seemed to go silent, but for the sound of Huth gnawing and chomping at his hard-earned meal. 

Morning light covered the forest by the time Huth was finished with his victory meal. The heart, a dessert of sorts, he saved for last and figured to take it back to Tibbs as a kind of peace offering for abandoning her baby in the forest. He didn’t care that the little troll was lost somewhere in the understory. No matter what, he trusted the Old Ones. Content, he stretched out on the ground, belched loudly and scratched his well-fed belly. 

When he woke up, sinew, pink and shining in the morning light, hung from his teeth and blood painted his chin and forearms. 

The sun broke past the rocky ridge above as Huth got to his feet. He spat with gusto. Grunting, he swung the carcass over his right shoulder and turned homeward. He thought he heard the old ghosts talking in his ear. They chanted like a chorus at a solstice gathering.

For now, the child departs.

Let him go; no goodbyes.

Earth’s soul to him imparts

Knowledge wise, the sacred arts.

Stars sing songs across the sky.

Moon and river, tree and rock

Teach him truth that by and by

Men are deaf to, or they mock.

So his destiny is tangled

In the honesty they lack.

Don’t let your nerves be jangled.

Don’t look back; don’t look back.

Huth lay still while the voices sang, but then he jumped to his feet fast and dusted dirt and dry grass off his hide. A tear trickled down his cheek and left a clean trail through a thin cake of dry blood on his face. He shook his head and turned to mundane thoughts. 

He knew Tibbs would be hungry by now. She would like chewing on some good meat, especially after he burned it in the fire a bit. He shook off the buzzing in his ear and shifted the carcass on his shoulders as he headed back along a trail he knew well, toward his cave. He stopped a short way down the path and looked up at the sky. He half turned to look back over his shoulder. “Huth…can’t,” he said quietly but out loud. 

Then the buzzing voice returned. It scolded. It cursed. He had never heard the Old Ones so provoked. And then he saw a stirring in the ferns and knew it to be his son. The tiny boy had kept up with him. In pride he smiled to himself and bent forward to let the carcass slide off his shoulders, over his head and to the ground. But before he had leaned forward far enough for that to happen a shrill cry rang out, like a banshee in the night. A great owl swooped down from the trees with talons stretched out in front. It plunged into the dancing patch of fern and sprang back up into the air, its wings beating hard, with a bundle that kicked its feet and whined as it went aloft.

Huth cried out. “Curse ye old ‘uns! Aww, ya’d give us life then rip it right from us, would ya?” Then he saw the owl’s package tumble down through the branches of a nearby tree and land on a blanket of emerald moss. At that exact moment he also heard a voice speak plainly, calmly, in his ear, like someone was standing right beside him. “You will be reunited in days to come. Worry not. Now go!”

And so reluctantly Huth shifted the weight of the deer on his back and trudged ahead through the woods, away from his son and away from his own desire. 

If only the infant troll had noticed his father’s leaving, he might have cried out, but he saw nothing but a swirling forest spinning in a vortex of vertigo. By the time the trees rooted themselves to one place, the baby troll had lost interest in Huth’s whereabouts. Soon he was busy playing with a box turtle, spinning it around as it lay upside down, giving it another whirl when it stopped. Each time it hissed and ducked inside its shell. This game went on for quite some time with the little one poking about the turtle’s back-mounted house and giggling when the creature hissed in protest.

By now Huth was well on his way up and over the hill toward home, belching contentedly. If he worried even a little that he was abandoning his son, his wielder, in the deep woods for no good reason, it would have taken the shades of the dead to keep him from turning around, dropping the carcass, and looking for the little Troggle. No, he knew for certain that the Old Ones never speak frivolously. For him, the moment of doubt and crisis was yet to come. He had to face Tibbs.

Clouds frolicked past the sun; shadows and brightness played tag on the forest floor over lichen-spotted rocks. Crows caw-cawed overhead then swooped down to fill the top of a spindly spruce tree with cackling chatter. 

The little troll rose to his feet, suddenly afraid. He stumbled to the place where he’d last seen Huth. He cried out. It was a plaintive, mournful sound, its meaning unmistakable. His father was nowhere to be found but his handiwork was everywhere. Flies were feasting on entrails. A swarm of them buzzed about his face when he stooped for a sniff. 

The little troll ran, flailing arms all about his head to shoo them away. Then he stumbled into some huckleberry bushes. He shouted an incoherent protest then hung his head. He was alone. For the first time on this first morning of his life there was an unwelcome emptiness that rivaled the grumbling in his belly. Whimpering, he picked a berry and put it in his mouth. It tasted good so he ate a few more.

Then something moved, off to the right. Remembering Huth, he froze. 

A fawn stood only a few feet away, its black nose haunted by the stench of death scattered at her feet. Spooked, she bolted into the crazy quilt of trees and green. 

The little troll exploded into action, instinct pumping hard through his veins as he ran; legs churning, feet slapping the ground, arms pushing the air and eyes fixed on the prize.

The fawn sprinted and nimbly changed directions while her hunter barreled through the forest. He began losing ground.

Rocks, boulders and hills got in the way. They broke his stride, almost made him fall several times, but he turned each stumble into added forward momentum and recovered into a strengthening charge. Young trolls are this way. Strong and agile at the beginning.

The animal was just ahead. For a while he was chasing only the sound of its clomping hooves, and of breaking branches. 

Crunching leaves and twig snaps got louder then stopped then started again. Then there seemed to be nothing to follow. No sounds. Absolute quiet. The troll babe slowed his pace to a trot, then to a brisk walk, then to an arm-swinging saunter.

He was startled when, coming upon a sun-drenched clearing, he spied the fawn. She was surrounded by high rocks all around. Defiant, she faced him, ears snipping nervously. 

The tiny hunter took half a step, but the deer didn’t move. Muscles tensing, the troll scampered up the dipping side of a rock, mounted its summit and with a powerful kick leapt onto the animal’s back. He wrapped his arms like grape vines around its neck.

The fawn took flight, trying to throw her jockey. He held fast, bouncing up and down and sliding from one side to the other. Through branches and brambles, up ravines and over fallen trees, they headed for high country, farther and farther from kith and kin. 

On and on they went, brushing past birch and evergreen, splashing through mountain brooks swollen from the rains and across puddles that spat a spray of mud that mottled the troll babe’s hide like the spotting on the doe he was riding. They galloped across a wide meadow where the bright sun momentarily dominated the sky. Then back into the wood and under the canopy of trees. 

They were just beginning another ascent when the troll finally lost his grip. He was dizzy from the pitching forward and back, and side to side. With a sudden jolt to the left the little troll went flying backward as the baby deer, free at last, broke for safety.

Landing was a lesson in texture. Sharp stones bit at his buttocks and scratched at his knees and elbows. He sat hard on a thistle and then a multiflora rose bush and they made long red lines along his arms and legs. Finally, he rolled to a stop. 

A baby troll deprived of its mother’s loving comfort feels every injury. But no bones were broken, and the few scratches would mend quickly. His poor rump was another story. It was on fire from the spurs and thorns lodged in it. 

What was worse than the bruises and bumps and scratches was the aloneness. There was no one to lick his little face or smudge the dirt away. No one in the forest seemed to care, not the birds, not the turtle, not the flying or crawling bugs. He didn’t know that most troll babes aren’t left out in the world to fend for themselves mere minutes after being born. But there he was, and the tears welling up in his eyes weren’t helping. 

He got up on one knee. Here the trees were sparse, with only a few sapling pines dotting the wind-owned summit. He could see a good distance down slope to where the forest thickened with huge trunks of oak and chestnut. There wasn’t a fawn in sight. 

Looking up, the babe noticed vultures circling above. They stretched their wings to catch an updraft, then seemed to fall as they tucked their wings close to their bodies, then rose again as they reached to embrace the sky with expanding wings. 

He was a hungry troll. Smacking his lips, he picked up a stone and tasted it with his tongue. Not satisfied, he threw it. The quartz shard ricocheted of a large gray boulder and glanced off his big toe. Pain sent him dancing on his other foot. He fell back and landed on his bottom. He felt the rose thorns and thistle stubble still lodged there and yowled. 

He whimpered for a while then, spotting a smooth carpet of rich green moss, he wandered to it like a sleepwalker, curled up and closed his eyes. 

Dreams came to him: Momma and Poppa and the home he knew so briefly. Then suddenly a gnarled creature with moist red eyes and limbs like rotted wood emerged from nowhere and held out his hand. Immediately, the cave and Momma and Poppa disappeared. Another place filled his sleeping mind. It was strange and lonely. In the midst of a shadowy forest, he stood alone in a broad clearing with stars hanging so thickly above him they might have been a chandelier of hanging crystals that he could almost touch. Somewhere in that wilderness beyond the veil of dreams was home. 

When he opened his eyes, he tried to hold onto the better images.... of Huth, the cave and Tibbs. He could just recall their general features. He had known them too briefly. Overwhelmed with sadness, the little troll tucked his knees up to his chin and wept silently. 

When no more tears would come, he stood and faced the distant peak. His parents and their rocky shelter were out there, and it was either them or their absence that called to him. So, picking a direction, the little one climbed the next hill, little knowing he was heading away from Huth and Tibbs and all things trollish and toward the world of humans.

Higher and higher he climbed. More rocks, fewer trees. More sky, less shade. His path was growing steeper. The little fellow wanted food, sleep and home. The warming sun had disappeared from the sky, behind the rising hill. Clouds with deep gray swirling innards billowed up high and rolled low to touch the treetops. Eagles fled as light flashed and a cracking boom of thunder pounded against cloud, tree, boulder and troll alike. He heard something in that rolling, grumbling sky. A voice. But he could not know yet what it said.

Exhaustion gave way to panic as the wind picked up and the thunder continued. Then the sky sent down a torrent of cold wetness. The baby troll ran, his terrified whelps marking his retreat to the shelter of a half-fallen hemlock. It shed the rain and left the soft-needled ground beneath warm and dry. There the troll babe collapsed.

When the downpour at last subsided, the orphan continued his misguided journey. There was nothing else to do.

He found a stick with a spiral twist and dropped it on a bare patch of ground near his lumpy feet. Something magical tickled his mind. The vine-twirled branch seemed to offer advice, like it was helping him choose which way to go. Its long, twirled stem severed the woods in two. Its two ends pointed in opposite directions. The stick didn’t decide which way he should go. But it narrowed the choices considerably.

He noticed a hard burl of bark on one end and clean bare wood on the other, where it came to a point. He leaned over and grasped it in his strong, small hand. As he made his weary way further up the hill, in the direction the guide stick seemed to point, he leaned on it for support. Approaching twilight greeted him in the shadow of cliffs of granite, but he climbed until he reached the top and then he found where the sun had fled. It was down in a valley, brushing the tops of distant trees. It made him squint. 

Heartened by the sudden change in prospects from uphill to downhill travel, he forged forward more quickly. But in his recklessness and in the fleeing light he lost his footing. After toppling head over keister down the backs of round rocks decorated in-between by purple flowered thistles, the little troll whumped into a large boulder. He sniffed the breeze then spat, much as he’d seen Huth do. 

A star poked through the darkening sky. Then one by one other stars appeared and glinted above, not quite so dramatically as in his dream. He thought he heard them humming in his ears and with each new star came a different strand of music. He felt a pleasant tickle in his chest. 

He stopped to rest a while and looked up. A few more stars shimmered as blue turned purple around them, but they were intermittently hidden, then uncovered by fast tumbling clouds. He heard a tinkling like water over rocks, a sizzling like flame licking green branches, a rustling like leaves tasting the wind. When he lost sight of the stars as clouds moved in, everything became quiet. He stood up and started walking again. 

At first it didn’t matter which way his feet were leading, so long as it was downhill. But the descent seemed to last forever. Suddenly the little one’s sinking heart filled with joy. He spotted a cave behind a twisted tree trunk with moss overhanging its opening. If he had known the words he might have cried out “Home! Home at last!” 

It had been a harrowing first day of life and he imagined the sweet smell of straw, his father’s booming voice and his mother’s warm armpit making everything all right. The sight of the cave made him sigh contentedly.

The troll babe went inside. It was dark but comfortably warm. The impenetrable shadows were filled with snores and musty odors. The troll curled up beside a hulking, sleeping form. All the day’s troubles melted as he drifted off to sleep. 

Then the wind shifted. It swirled into the cave. A dark bulky creature bolted upright and sniffed. Something had invaded his home…and was still here. 

The outraged creature let out a fierce roar that grabbed his uninvited guest from a dream and threw him back into the world. The little troll rolled twice over his elbows and knees to the downside of the cave and sat up blinking. This was definitely not home, and this strange bedfellow wasn’t Huth or Tibbs. 

Though he had never seen one, the sight of a full-grown cave bear struck terror in his heart. It snarled and swiped at him with long sharp claws but missed. Enraged, it tried again. 

The little troll squirmed out of reach and broke for open spaces. He could see the entryway, but suddenly it was blocked. Without thinking, the little troll bolted between his captor’s furry legs to freedom. 

The bear started after him with a couple of bounding gallops but stopped abruptly, sending pebbles and scree clattering down the hill. Satisfied to be rid of that horrible stench, he turned and lumbered back up to the cave. 

The young troll kept running. The bear claws and teeth seemed still to be after him. When he was too tired to continue running, he slowed his pace and walked and panted. He came upon other caves formed by boulders toppled and heaped on each other but stayed well clear. 

The little troglodyte felt betrayed, alone again and discouraged. He didn’t notice at first, but his path wasn’t descending anymore. It was getting steeper. Though he fell again and again, the young troll didn’t cry. Something terrible...beyond tears...kept him moving. 

Eventually the land sloped down again, and he could see trees ahead. They were a welcome sight, yielding the high ground to the rock-strewn starkness interspersed only occasionally by scrub cedars. His brow-hooded eyes sagged with weariness and the little troll trotted toward the woods in search of concealment and rest.

The little troll sniffed as he approached the tree line. His eyes saw clearly despite the dark shade. Following a well-worn deer trail he came to an ancient hickory tree with a loose hide of bark and a trunk chewed out by bugs. There he took refuge. Tangled raspberry thickets formed a barrier around the old tree and gave him cover. Red-lobed berries offered a juicy treat. Crawling belly-down along a rabbit trail, he nibbled a little fruit and curled up inside the rotting trunk. He quickly gave in to sleep.

Owls kept watch. A black snake slid through the brambles, paused for a look, and moved on. A raccoon waddled confidently toward the hollow tree but hissed with surprise and turned away. Possums and polecats foraged, their eyes glinting like jewels in the darkness. All of this was lost on the troll babe who was off in a dream, following the child-like voice of a gnome who ran out ahead of him. 

As dawn drew streaks of flat-bottomed clouds across the eastern sky, night creatures finished their rounds and then birds enlivened the brief silence with song. The troll-babe slept, unnoticed beneath his makeshift canopy.

 

Suddenly his dream was broken like an egg by a yowling pack of dogs, and he emerged back into the world fluttering and confused. A rowdy group of men followed the dogs into the clearing, yelling “Atta boy, Barkiller!” and “Git ‘em Duke!” 

The hunting party tromped about near the thorn-tangled tree trunk. A squirrel dropped a hickory nut from its hands and skittered up flaking bark and flicked its tail. 

Closer and closer they came, dogs and men barking and howling to one another. 

“Dath! Barkiller! Over here! See what Clyde’s got.” 

“Yelp! Yelp!” The dogs all circled around, then Clyde got belly-down to the ground and tunneled into the thorny profusion of raspberry branches. 

The little troll recoiled from a dog’s probing wet nose giving a rude nudge to his arse. The hound sniffed and barked. Panic-stricken, the little troll could see no way out. A second dog appeared in front of him, head down and barking. Dogs and men moved in. Barkiller and Dath barked and yowled.

“What ya got there? Somthin’ under th’ brush?” Argis cried out. 

“Yelp! Yelp!” 

“Oh, aye! Git out o’ the way boys! I canno’ see nothin’ wit ya jumpin’ about. Here! Here now! Quieten down!” 

Another man slapped the backs of the dogs with a leaf covered branch and when he could, he pulled the dogs back by the scruff of the neck until they heeded.

“Git o’er here. Good dog! Good Boy!” The stubborn ones that wouldn’t listen got chased out of the way. “Git on now, Duke! Push off! Push off!” Barkiller stood near his master, obedient but ready to pounce.

“Now, let’s see wha’s causin’ all the fuss.” Argis crouched and peered through a tunnel of vines and brambles. Large black eyes stared back. 

Clyde, the largest of the blue tick hounds and Jocko, a clay-colored blood hound with half a right ear, moved back in for a closer look. “Pull ‘em back,” shouted Argis with annoyance, “…. or I’ll beat tar from their hides!” 

The little troll sniffed, sticking his nose out from under cover of the shadows and, seeing that the dogs had backed away, he dared venture a right foot beyond the confines of the curling, brittle bark that was peeling away from the stump. 

Barkiller, a golden long-haired mutt, launched himself back into the thicket. The troll whelp tumbled forward and out of the hickory trunk. He scampered through the berry brambles and straight at Argis. Out toward a flattened carpet of long grass he headed but tripped and sprawled flat out. He looked up at Argis’ trousered legs. 

“Well, I’ll be! If that ain’t a troll! I must be sleepin’ wit me eyes open!” said Argis.

Several men swore under their breaths. Trolls hadn’t been seen in these parts for four generations. Some claimed they still roamed the far hills. Old stories said they were nothing but trouble, so whenever there was unexplained mischief, trolls took the blame. Only three weeks past, a spate of attacks on livestock was attributed to a marauding band of trolls, even though it was most likely the work of wolves. 

“Git outta th’ way, ya damn mutt!” yelled Argis as Clyde moved in again. “Grab th’ ropes an’ have a sack ready! Be quick,” he shouted over his shoulder to one of the men. 

“Ya gonna take it alive?” puzzled the old quarry worker, Tom.

“Oh, aye! Master Drowden’s gonna pee his pants!” cackled Argis. 

In no time the men had their captive snared about the neck, waist and legs with hemp rope. The little troll cried out, but his protests only excited the men more. 

“Little bugger, ain’t eee?” Nith Piegel gasped. He’d feared trolls all his life, though he’d never seen one. What he really feared was what everyone said about trolls. He kept his distance, rubbing his bare bald head all the while.

The men dragged the roped troll along the forest floor a short distance, laughing and imagining as loudly and wildly as imagination can conjure, what people would say when they brought home a live babe o’ the woods — a troll babe.

The little being was roundly mocked as the men pulled a burlap bag over its head and tied it closed. “Cinch it tight!” Nith ordered. 

“Do ya think we’ll get a reward fer it, Argis?” Bill Macatee beamed.

“Won’t matter if we don’t get us some rabbits and quail. A deer would be even better,” answered Argis.

Bill nodded then called out to the other men, “Check them traps we set! We need somethin’ ta show that ol’ kitchen witch! And get those arrows flyin’!”

Over what was left of a brightening morning and an afternoon full of diligent hunting and trapping they made up for lost time, bagging several rabbits and two deer that traveled unluckily together and died the same way. Master Drowden Erebus would be pleased, and so would Odelia, the congenial queen of the kitchen, who swore there’d be an end to what she called “bone stew” when after the last hunt they’d come back with just a pheasant and a few squirrels. 

As afternoon fizzled into evening, the troll babe began squirming violently within his confines and almost broke free. “Oh no ye don’t!” Argis threw himself on the sack. “Fred! Bill! More rope!” 

Small, gnarled brown hands shot out from everywhere, poking holes in the twisted burlap, but with Argis pressing his whole weight down and three men busy wrapping rope around both ends and a hoop of twine around the middle, there was no room for their prisoner to move. 

Argis told the Bigworth brothers, Bobbin and Harry, to carry the sack between them, and then he pushed his way past the others to the head of the procession through the forest. “Keep them dogs in check!” he called over his shoulder.

They picked through the undergrowth, talking excitedly, with Fred and Bill carrying one deer lashed to a pole, and Nith and Tom carrying the other the same way.

“Hurry on, lads!” shouted Bobbin, his squeaky voice crackling through the words. “Master Erebus’ll be havin’ guests at his table in the mornin’ an’ if we don’t get there soon, we’ll be up all night dressing out the venison!”

“Don’t be a turd, Bobbin Bigworth!” Argis chided, “The Master’ll forget about breakfast an’ guests once he sees what we got. Now, git yer back into it. I’ll knock the teeth out of ya wi’ me knuckles if ya let our troll escape!”

It was a three-mile trudge down out of the hills and across a boggy creek-bottom toward a grove of small trees. The Bigworth boys wrestled their booty through a sun-drenched stand of short dogwoods to the clearing where the buckboard and horses stood waiting. Once their bagged treasure and the slain game were secured in the wagon, the men and the dogs piled onboard. With a triumphant hoot they rolled along a pitted and rocky road through the forest.

In three hours, the hunting party was in sight of Hapstead Manor. The sun had dipped behind the hills in the west, but the sky was still bright. Argis reined the horses for a moment and then gave them a husky “Ya!” as they neared the gates. Once inside the yard, he drove the cart rightward toward the barn and jumped back into the wagon. 

“Nith! Bill! Tend the horses! Harry! Run in an’ fetch Master Drowden! Don’t say nothin’ ‘bout what we found! Just tell ‘im he’s gotta come see somethin’ wondrous. Don’t ferget the wondrous part.”

He shoved the sack of rabbits toward the rear of the cart. The dangling deer carcasses lolled off the back end, dripping blood that the dogs lapped up eagerly. 

Argis hollered to Bobbin as he scurried across the yard toward the summer kitchen. “Bobbin! Git back here an’ help git these deer ta Odelia. She’ll want ‘em butchered right away!” He pointed with his eyes to Willbee. “Grab the rabbits an’ take ‘em too.”

In ten minutes Argis watched Harry trot back from the Manor House, out of breath. “The Master is busy, he says.”

The troll babe was struggling within his bindings, rolling about the wagon-bed, kicking and thrashing. Argis swore, “Go back an’ tell ‘im it’s important. Tell ‘im it’s of peculiar interest!” 

Harry shook his head. “You know the Mistress don’t like me. She said to come back later. She said he’s too busy.” 

Argis threw himself on top of the rambling gunny sack. “You git in there and tell ‘im we got us a troll! Make ‘im hear, got that? Don’t tell the Mistress. You’ve gotta talk ta Master Erebus. Tell ‘im we got us a troll…! Just tell ‘im! Now!”

 




Chapter III
A Guest of the Manor


Argis leaned back to catch his breath, grateful that the burlap sack had stopped jigging across the wagon bed. Drowden Erebus never came. Harry couldn’t get past Dorina Erebus, so he came back, listened to Argis cuss a while, and then curled up in the back of the wagon with the burlap bag between him and Argis.

Argis did his best to sleep through the night right there in the buckboard, next to the whimpering and flailing bundle. Whatever kept Drowden Erebus from coming down to the yard yesterday must have been very important, he thought. Or else that no-good idiot Harry hadn’t tried hard enough to get past Mistress Dorina. 

“Never mind,” he thought. “Master Drowden is gonna like his prize Aye. He won’t mind interruptin’ his breakfast fer this!” 

He pulled an old and chipped bulldog pipe out of his pocket and thumbed a plug of dark tobacco into the bowl. He was just about to light it with a wooden match when the little troll started struggling again. The sack rolled about like it was filled with snakes. 

“Be still! Damn thing!” Argis shouted testily. 

It had been twenty minutes since Argis planted a foot in the small of Harry’s back to wake him and chase him back to the house to again try to get Master Erebus to come see what they’d brought him. He gave Harry orders not to come back without him. 

Argis climbed up to the driver’s bench and glanced over his left shoulder. The bag rolled from one side of the wagon to the other and Argis landed a heel hard on the footboard. “Be still! Respect a man’s smokin’ time. Set quiet!” 

He thought about Harry’s habit of dawdling in the scullery, then he cursed. The troll moaned and kicked hard, sending a toe through the fraying burlap. Argis called to a stable hand he saw crossing the yard. He figured it was Willbee by his lanky gait. “Willbee! Git ta the Manor House an’ find out what’s keepin’ Harry an’ th’ Master, before this thing breaks loose!”

“What!” Willbee yelled, trotting over and peeking into the buckboard. “You still got that troll baby in a bag? You ever gonna let it out?”

“Yer gonna see ‘em soon enough…” Argis chided. “Providin’ Master Erebus an’ slowpoke Harry git back before our prisoner ‘scapes on us! Grab me a snare!” 

Willbee grabbed the only thing he could find, a rope from around his waist, and tossed it to Argis, who looped it around the writhing bundle and cinched it tight. “Go an’ git Harry!” 

Willbee gave the sack another look. “I need my belt!” 

“Since when did ya begin carin’ if yer pants’re on or off?” growled Argis. “Cinch ‘em over yer belly and run! Jus’ don’t trip up when they furl about yer ankles.” 

Gathering his pants about him and clenching the too-big waistband in his fist, Willbee looked down at his skinny middle. “I ain’t got a belly, Argis.”

Argis just nodded with one eye pinched and Willbee scampered toward the house. Halfway up the packed clay path he lost his grip and his drawers dropped flat to his ankles. 

“I didn’t trip!” he hollered, looking backward across his shoulder to make sure he caught Argis’ eye. Then he bent over and wiggled his butt at Argis, who shouted a profanity. He hoisted up his trousers and ran double-time to the house.

The troll lay motionless. As milky bursts of smoke ballooned up from his pipe, Argis stole a few minutes to think what he liked to call “big thoughts” about his life, the people in it, and his place in theirs. That pretty much meant Hapstead Manor and everyone there. That and some friends at the pub in Irongate.

It was going to prove a very interesting morning, he told himself. But then again, working at Hapstead Manor was usually interesting one way or the other, especially since Drowden Erebus had come to wed the mistress however many years back. Must be going on twenty, he realized.

Drowden Erebus swung the door open that Harry had let swing shut as he ran out ahead. “Harry, tell Argis I’ve got people to meet on business over at the bullpen. I’ll see what he wants as soon as I’m through!” He couldn’t tell if Harry had heard him.

Drowden was the son of a scrivener, an ink squeezer, Argis would call him, and he inherited his father’s love of books. Drowden had the sense to marry into wealth. Though lowborn, he was well read and put what he learned to practical use. His keen understanding of crops and animal husbandry, along with a shrewd business sense that seemed to come naturally, gave him an edge over the competition when he was courting Fligard and Hesprina Mofely’s only child. 

The beautiful rolling hills of Hapstead Manor and the fine gabled Manor House were a source of family pride. The Manor’s rich soil yielded never-failing crops of wheat and corn and barley. A respectable herd of oxen, plus a yard full of penned hogs, a chicken coop to rival any in the district, and even a small flock of prize angora goats were just enough to keep the covetous neighbors a little in awe. 

Few men would be given the opportunity to pursue both the hand of Dorina Mofely and the inheritance of Hapstead Manor. And the bookish commoner who came to work for Fligard Mofely, Drowden Erebus, did not promise to be the exception, at first. But when, after only two years as assistant foreman on the farm, he was entrusted with its overall management, it became clear that there was something special about him. Though lacking a pedigree, he was eminently suited to administer a prosperous estate. 

The Mofely’s had no son, and they came to like no man better than Drowden Erebus for his comfortable mastery of all farming skills and his honest accounting of everything. Besides, in two years’ time it was also very clear that Dorina loved him and would take no other for a husband.

Erebus seemed in no hurry to wed, wanting to prove his worth first. He won over the master of the house by doubling the assets of Hapstead Manor within a handful of seasons. When the way seemed clear, Erebus lost no time courting Dorina and winning her hand.

When Fligard Mofely fell ill in the seventh winter after Dorina became Drowden’s bride, Drowden was given full reign over its operations. The years as Master of the Manor brought Drowden Erebus a share of respectability in social circles that once would have shunned him. 

He still made time for a weekly card game in the field hands’ bunkhouse. Dorina didn’t understand his continuing attachment to the coarser things and only barely tolerated the fraternization. As for the men in the bunkhouse, they thought it a great treat to have his company.

Off sitting in the buckboard Argis smiled when he thought about the Master of Hapstead Manor and the jokes he shared on card night. That was a rare privilege for a callous-handed plow pusher.

Drowden Erebus’ other favorite pastime was the study of trolls. As a young boy, Drowden heard the stories, as everyone had. But after he saw one with his own eyes the stories became animated in his mind — no longer flat and lifeless fables. It was from a distance to be sure, but he knew instantly that the shadowy figure lurching across the field against a purple twilight sky was a troll. And he’d tell anyone who’d listen, even to this day, how he had tried to follow it into the wood.

Last night’s dream was still running around in the daylight of Drowden’s wakefulness. Through the years he had collected books, parchments and anything else that helped him understand trolls as living, breathing creatures. He sensed that there was more to them than the stories of their hiding under bridges and turning to stone. From what he’d been able to gather, Drowden suspected that trolls might have a rich culture and things worth learning. 

He hoped one day to devote more time to his avocation, but for now he contented himself by cataloguing everything he could. He secretly prized his collection of troll lore more than his respectable achievements. And every now and then he’d dream, as he did last night, about meeting a troll. But this one was a very odd dream. It felt different, and it left him with a sense of premonition.

 

Argis smiled to himself as he spotted Drowden coming down the stone path from the house. “Wait ‘til he sees what I’ve got,” he said excitedly under his breath. But then Drowden turned toward the front of the house and peeked inside a carriage that had arrived only moments before. Argis yelled out “Master Drowden!! I gotta show ya somethin’ important!”

Drowden waved backward and called over his shoulder “In a while, Argis.”

Drowden had business with Nathan Bladic and Ospin Tapple, wealthy businessmen from Irongate. They’d brokered the manor’s purchase of a prize bull and were there to deliver it. From the library window he had seen them roll up the lane, and he dashed down the hall, and out the door past Harry. They were already out of their carriage and the bull had been penned by his men, so he quickened his steps toward the barnyard to greet his guests.

Argis tamped his pipe with an ash-blackened thumb then checked on the sack in the cart bed behind him. He sputtered a profanity and blew a big cloud of smoke out his nose and mouth. 

Suddenly, the ruckus began again. The bag rolled across the floorboards from side to side, bumped up against the tailgate, then rumbled back to its original station. Springs squeaked and splinters flew. “They best git here soon,” the foreman huffed, “lest that critter break fer th’ hills!” 

Up at the Manor House kitchen breakfast was in the works. Odelia stood at the stove, turning griddle cakes with a spatula as hickory cured bacon snapped and sizzled in a big iron pan. Wafts of steam carried the aroma into the house.

Upstairs, Drowden’s maiden daughter, Miranda Erebus, yawned and stretched. Her bare feet hit the cool wood planks of the floor, casting any remnants of sleep free from their moorings. The sun shone bright through lace curtains. They’d been her mother’s as a young girl, and until recently were Miranda’s favorite.

She’d grown to be quite the contrarian of late, finding fault with everything and everyone…most of all, herself. Mother called it growing pains and assured her it would pass. For days a dark cloud of melancholy had loomed overhead, but this morning the storm seemed to have passed and she felt light as a feather.

She dressed and lilted down the hallway, whistling a lilting tune until she got to the staircase. Mother would not approve, she said to herself. “Ladies don’t whistle,” she could hear her saying sternly. With a giggle she reached for the banister. Ian slid down the long handrail just last week, and she was half tempted to give it a try. But Mother wouldn’t hear of it. So she looked over her shoulder and smiled playfully, descending two steps at a time. Then she jumped the final three to the landing that turned the stairway to the right. 

Triumphant, Miranda pivoted on the ball of her foot and jumped again, clear to the parlor floor just as Willbee crossed her path. They landed in a crumpled heap on the ornate carpet. 

“Whuuuuuh!” 

“Willbee!” the young girl blushed. “What are you doing here?” Miranda righted herself against the stair post.

“Lookin’ fer Master Erebus,” Willbee stammered. He was flustered and, to tell the truth, infatuated. He could barely stand to be in the same room with Miranda. He held his britches up despite the collision, much to his amazement and relief. “Is he about? Harry came lookin’ an’ I came lookin’ for Harry so I guess I’m mostly lookin’ for Master Erebus, Miss Miranda!” 

The young girl pursed her lips then smiled flirtatiously, just as Dorina shuffled into the foyer. She frowned at her daughter for being so familiar with the servants. 

“Willbee!” she called sharply. “You’re getting mud on the carpet!” 

“Sorry, ma’am,” the shaken young man bowed. “I need ta find the master.”

Dorina sighed as she pulled on the servant’s bell cord. “Well then, can’t you come in through the kitchen?” She glanced at the fist that held the gathered waist of his pants and blanched a moment. But she held her tongue.

Jada the housekeeper scurried to her mistress’ side. “Yes, ma’am?” Without further comment, she curtsied then stooped and brushed at the soiled rug with a whisk. Miranda rolled her eyes and thought of going back up to her room but decided that would only create more problems. Better to say she stumbled on the stairs and get on with breakfast than spend the whole day at odds with her mother.

“My husband is tending to business, as you should be, Willbee,” Dorina said, turning away from her daughter a bit pointedly. “He’s with Masters Bladic and Tapple, out by the bull pens I should think.” 

“Oh, aye.” Willbee looked to the floor. “Best I find him then.” Bowing to both women with one hand firmly on his trouser waist band, he left…. adding more dirty footprints to the rug. Mother and daughter went in for their morning meal with only a halting explanation from Miranda. Jada stooped and stepped forward as she swept along Willbee’s path out the door.

Willbee raced out the door, down the porch steps and back over to the wagon. “Can’t find Harry! He’s naught inside. Neither’s Master Erebus! They say he’s gone to buy a bull!” 

Argis jumped up. “I know. I just seen ‘im not a minute ago. And worthless Harry. And now you. Can’t deliver a simple message.” 

“Over there.” Willbee pointed to the other end of the yard, “Over to the bull pen with Master Tapple and Master Bladic. That’s where Master Drowden’s gone.” 

Argis rubbed his eyes. “I know an’ I’m done waitin’,” he said. He sat forward on the seat and grabbed the horses’ reigns. Then he snapped them to action with a hearty “Hayahh!” 

The wagon jolted forward then stopped. Hard. He’d forgotten to release the brake. A yowl came from the burlap bundle in the back as it slid hard against the front board. Argis just barely managed to stay on the wagon. He spat and swore under his breath, “Bile, black an’ fragrant!” 

Grabbing the brake handle, he released it and called to the horses again. “Ye Ahh. Hayahhhh!” The horses exploded into a gallop across the yard. Willbee darted out of the way as the wagon rumbled past. “Woah! Woah!” Argis cried, pulling the tethers tight to his chest.

“Woah, ye turkey offal! Woah!” The horses didn’t respond to Argis’ commands until they had run past the bull pen. Argis knew he’d hear an earful from Nathan Bladic, who found fault in everything a working man did.

The Master and his guests were discussing the lineage of the new bull. Erebus looked up as Argis regained control of the wagon. Ospin Tapple glanced wicked brows his way. “Seems to be something wrong with that man.”

Drowden rubbed his chin. “…let’s see what’s the ruckus.”

Argis reined the horses to a halt, and just to show who was in charge, tried to make them back up to the gate, rather than turning the wagon around. But the horses had other ideas and lurched forward again. The burlap bag with its squirming contents rolled backward, clean over the tailgate and to the ground with a thud and a grunt. 

Yard dogs flew from their kennels, hoping to get a good sniff of what was in the squirming bag, but Argis was standing over it in seconds with a raised stick. “Back now, ya buggers! Back, an’ I mean it!” 

Old Piscote trotted out from his tool-sharpening chores. He thought it must have been a bag full of snakes wriggling at Argis’ feet. His handy way with vipers was legend. When the local boys cornered a coiler, he’d let them have their fun for a while, but it was always his job to finally capture the creature. 

As he eyed the moving bag on the ground behind the wagon, he was certain the hunters had dragged in a nest of wigglers. But it only took a minute for him to realize the day’s catch wasn’t a knot of nice clean snakes. The stench was awful!

Argis jumped down and herded the sack with his stick so the left back wagon wheel and a fence post cornered it. “Stay still, ya bugger!”

Piscote offered to get some more rope. Willbee came trundling up, a fresh cinch round his trousers and an apple in his mouth. Just then a fierce cry came from the burlap bag. The little creature lunged and smashed repeatedly into the post. Argis dove on top to stop the troll from dashing its life out before meeting the Master.

“Git more rope!” Piscote cried as he helped steady the parcel. The stench nearly took his breath away. “Whatever ya have in this satchel is a champion farter!” 

“Oh, aye!” Argis agreed, “that ain’t the half of it!” 

Willbee shook his head and pulled the rope from about his waist and tossed it toward the huddle of men. It was just barely enough to secure the bag to the fence post. The captive inside began struggling again. Argis raised his cudgel for a silencing blow but was stopped mid-stroke. 

“What have you there?” Drowden Erebus held the stick fast in his raised hand. “And what smells so bad?” Argis released his grip and stood up straight. He was smeared with mud, sweat, straw and feces from head to toe. Nathan Bladic and Ospin Tapple stayed a safe distance, listening intently. 

Tapple gasped at the stench and reached for the tin of snuff in his waistcoat pocket. He pinched some to his nose. “Whatever died should be buried!” he shouted in his high-pitched voice. 

Argis bowed slightly to the guests and accepted a rag from Piscote. Wiping his forehead, he spoke to Drowden. “Fergive th’ fuss, Master Erebus. May I speak wid ya?” Drowden nodded to pardon himself and then moved off a little with his foreman. 

“We caught somethin’ special yesterday mornin’, sir,” he said once they were free to speak without being overheard. 

“Special, how? A wild boar? We haven’t had a wild tusker in months, but this one’s rather small. Maybe we should give it a chance to fatten up, eh Argis? Why don’t you take it to the high meadow and let it go free.” 

Drowden turned to go but Argis stopped him. “No sir. Nothin’ like that. You wouldn’t want ta eat what’s in that bag.” 

Drowden Erebus shook his head impatiently. “I have unfinished business. What is in the bag, Argis? Out with it.”

“Well sir, it’s a….” 

Just then they heard Ospin Tapple shriek “It’s loose! It’s loose! Eeeeeeee!” as he ran toward the house. 

Suddenly the bull let out a tremendous roar. He began stomping and getting ready to charge. The bull shook his great horned head menacingly. Reeling around in a full circle he bellowed again.

Argis paled under the layer of filth and took off in the direction of the bullpen. 

“It’s in there!” Willbee pointed to the far end. The bull was turning to face its hapless guest, poising to charge. Willbee ran to the barn and scampered up a ladder and into the hay loft.

Drowden was at Argis’ heels. “Back that bull off!” he called to the assembled ranch hands who scrambled into action with ropes and prods. As the dust settled, Nathan Bladic made his way over to the yard. Ospin Tapple came back down the hill he’d run up for safety and surveyed the scene. 

“See? Over there?” Argis pointed. Drowden looked to the furthermost corner. 

Drowden gasped. “Argis, it’s a….” 

“Aye, sir. It’s a troll! A little fighter if ever there was!” 

Drowden Erebus’ heart skipped a beat. “A troll!” 

“That’s ridiculous!” Tapple hissed. “There are no more trolls in these parts. We ...that is, they are all dead.” 

Bladic rubbed his chin as if remembering one of the old tales he’d heard. “Maybe it’s turned to stone! Just like in the stories!”

“Oh! Aye!” Old Piscote recalled the same tales. “That’s the way I heard it! Safe in that sack against the curse but goes to stone in the morning light.”

Drowden shook his head at their ignorance. He ran to the outside far corner of the coral, with his men following behind. He stepped up to the corner fence post for a closer look, but as he looked down over it, he could only see the creature’s back. 

The bull protested madly at being tied on a short lead to the opposite end of the yard. Undaunted, Drowden leaned over the crossbeam for a better view. The troll was hunched in a ball, trembling.

Looking up at this new stranger, the little one let out a shriek. Tears splashed down his face. 

“Why, it’s just a baby!” Drowden Erebus called over a shoulder. “Frightened half to death, but alive and I think unhurt.” 	

The bull let out an angry snarl. Ropes snapped and twanged. Hands burned and bled. Breaking free his restraints, it charged. Harry leap-frogged over the animal’s back to get out of its way and tumbled into a bale of hay. Piscote was on his back in the dirt. Argis was pinned under Piscote. Drowden looked up as he heard the steer thundering across the pen. He didn’t have time to climb over the fence to grab the little troll. 

Just then a storm of straw swirled down from the hayloft overlooking the bullpen and Willbee flew out, arms flailing and mouth caterwauling like a hill yodeler. He flapped down like a goose making an ungraceful landing, spun away from the charging bull, bent low as he ran and scooped the little troll into his arms, then tossed him over the fence and into the arms of Drowden Erebus, just in time to get a foot up on the fence rail and launch himself back into the air from where he’d come, and over the topmost rail. 

The cross rail that had a moment before supported Willbee’s foot snapped as the rampaging bull pounded the fence with his head. Drowden wrapped his arms tightly around the little troll and recoiled back from the fence. Willbee tumbled head over heels and bounced back to his feet. Somewhere in the tumble he had lost his trousers. His bare rump seemed to gleam in the sun. But only for the moment it took him to bolt off behind the barn and out of sight, leaving a baffled Ospin Tapple to wonder what he’d just seen, and an astonished Nathan Bladic with the raw material for a sensational story to tell at the gentlemen’s club. 

Harry, Argis and Piscote lassoed the steer and confined him to a smaller pen. Erebus made a quick check of himself and the little troll. No abrasions, no broken bones, but both needed a bath. 

From a distance up the hill toward the house, Ospin Tapple squealed over his shoulder, “That bull was brought to you unharmed! A deal is a deal; troll mischief be damned!” 

“Yes, of course.” Drowden replied in an impatient shout. Then he turned to Bladic, and to his workers. He nodded. “Perhaps you will excuse me. As you can see, I have my hands a bit full with new business.” 

He wanted the world to vanish, for everyone to just go away so he could have time to get acquainted with his woodland guest. The little troll struggled forcefully against his tight grip, but Drowden held on. 

“Well,” snorted Nathan Bladic, “my business here is done, and I have no interest in breathing another breath near that slop-coated monstrosity. Tapple apparently agrees. We will be leaving without delay.”

Ospin Tapple was scrambling across a grassy hill to the hooded wagon he’d arrived in. The driver stood nearby and jumped up behind the still hitched horses. Tapple leapt into the carriage and waited for Nathan Bladic to join him.

“We are leaving,” he muttered nervously to no one. “A troll. By all that’s right, what’s a troll doing at Hapstead Manor?”

“I insist you stay to freshen up,” Drowden cried out, finally remembering his manners. Nathan Bladic kept walking away from him and waved the back of his hand.

“I insist you stay! Go to the Manor House. Have Jada show you to the library for a morning eye-opener. I’ll join you before you reach bottom. Then we’ll have breakfast. Dorina is expecting you. Let’s not disappoint her.”

Bladic climbed into the carriage, and then both men leaned their foreheads together to talk. Tapple popped his head out the window and tipped his hat. He whispered in a high, squeaky voice to Bladic, “I want to get out of here, now!”

“Well, I’m famished,” Bladic laughed. “So let’s forget about the Trog and settle up with Erebus. I want to get paid, and I want to eat.” 

He reached out the window and tapped the carriage below the driver’s foot. “We’re staying,” he said. “Ride to the big house and park out front.” He turned to Tapple and smiled. “I’d like to clear the dust from my throat before we make for Irongate.” Then he cried out as the carriage lurched forward, “Drowden! We expect not to be kept waiting!” 

The horses sped up the hill with the men inside yelling at each other. Ospin Tapple bellowed profanities that a gentleman wouldn’t allow to be heard in polite company.

“Argis! Be quick!” yelled Drowden. “We need to wash up and confine that little troll. I’ll get rid of our guests as quickly and gently as I can.”

Argis called to Odelia who stood fists on hips at the kitchen door. He yelled for several pails of water and some fresh clothes. She ducked inside and grabbed two boys by the shoulder and sent hold of both bucket handles and sent the boys back to Odelia. He walked along with Erebus a few paces toward the barn. The little troll, to both their amazement, was breathing deep gulps of sleep and snoring gently in Drowden’s arms. 

“Sorry ‘bout the mess an’ the ruckus,” said Argis. 

“Nonsense, man,” Drowden chuckled. “You’ve brought me a troll. A real, live troll.” He nodded for Argis to put the bucket down and leave his fresh clothes by the barn door.

“Help me stall for time while I find a place for this sweet creature where he’ll be safe and can’t escape. Then I’ll wash quickly, change and meet those dandies at the house. Go on up ahead of me and pour them a tumbler of clover mead. Tell Dorina I sent you and don’t be turned away. Give them both a hemp stick to smoke. I’ll be along directly.” 

Drowden trudged off toward an empty wire kennel in the far corner of the barn where last winter he had nursed an old wolf back to health that he’d found near death along his favorite hiking trail. That’s where he deposited the little troll, on a thick mound of straw. “I’ll be back soon,” he promised the sleeping troll babe. 

Drowden bathed with the cool well water and a brick of lye soap. He stripped and dressed as fast as he could and checked on the little troll one more time.

 

Bladic and Tapple were already enjoying their second tankards of mead when Drowden bound up the front stairs and entered by the main foyer. Breakfast had been served in the dining room, and the plates were just being cleared. Lady Dorina skittered about, trying to keep her husband’s guests entertained with empty gossip. 

“Ahh, Drowden!” Nathan set his cup on an ornate side table. “Your wife has been entertaining us with her stories of domestic comedy. All is well with your new acquisition, I trust?” 

Drowden half nodded conspiratorially. It seemed Bladic had not mentioned the troll to Dorina. It was an unexpected friendly gesture. Tapple seemed unusually closed-lipped. His receding forehead rippled with the tide of some inner gravity. Drowden nodded approvingly toward his Dorina and smiled. 

“Thank you love,” he said to her. And to his guests: “She has a gift. Yes Nathan, I’m quite pleased. The bull is a fine specimen. Thank you kindly for your part in its purchase. I’ll have your commission sent to you through my man in Irongate.”

He poured a tall cup of mead for himself, glad for the biscuit and bacon sent to him from the kitchen by Jeda. Dorina curtsied and left with no more comment. 

“Are you gentlemen ready for a refill?” 

Tapple drained his glass and held it out with a flat “Much obliged!” Bladic brought his over for a refill with feigned reluctance.

“Gentlemen,” Drowden raised his cup, “today we toast to luck and to fortune! I have a new bull. But more importantly, I have a troll.” He raised his cup. “Here’s to luck and fortune!” 

Ospin Tapple reluctantly raised his drink and touched cups with him, saying “This is no luck. It’s an ill omen. A troll can only bring curses and disaster. I raise a glass to you and your family but with a friendly warning. That troll cub is going to become a big, brawling Trog the likes of which haven’t been seen since…since the last time. Some of us won’t tolerate a troll.” 

Nathan Bladic shook his head. “No,” he said. “That’s a horrible toast!” 

“Why so sharp about this, Tapple?” Drowden lowered his drink. “Ill omen you say. Won’t tolerate it? Why is that?”

Tapple replied, smiling insincerely. “Trogs, excuse my vulgarity, trolls are shadow-men, immune to being civilized and utterly dangerous around women. They are tricksters, despite being mentally slow. They can never be trusted. I doubt they can even speak, but only grunt and howl at the moon.”

Drowden frowned disapprovingly. “That’s all? Just rumors and hearsay? And . . . we don’t use that word in this house,” he said.

“Let’s stop this unpleasantness,” Bladic piped in. Then he cleared his throat. “Allow me to say a few words to make this right!”

Tapple shook his head doubtfully, but Drowden picked up the pitcher of mead and filled all three glasses to the brim. 

“Very well. We are ready. So hear me,” said Bladic. “I propose to wager fate and fortune. Let chance show me to be a fool or a wise man.” 

“What a queer toast,” Drowden interrupted.

“Well let me continue,” said Bladic. “Tapple says a troll is no good omen. I’ve heard him say letting them live puts nature out of balance . . .”

Tapple shot a glance at Bladic and tried to kick his foot surreptitiously, but nicked Drowden’s ankle instead.

Drowden winced slightly but laughed and raised his glass all the higher. “Take heart, Ospin! It sounds like a friendly wager in the making. Name the challenge, Bladic! Name the challenge and the stakes!” 

Bladic paused to catch Drowden’s gaze with his own. “Very well; here it is. Do you think you can tame that troll?”

Drowden considered, swirling the suds in his cup idly. “I do. Yes. If what I know of them is true, trolls are intelligent. Say they are uncouth, but dull brutes they are not. They live beneath the illuminating sphere of mind as surely as do men.”

“Hmmm….” Nathan rubbed his chin. “That seems unlikely. Can you teach it to speak?” 

Drowden pondered this for a moment. But he blurted out, “I believe it can be done.”

“Well,” Bladic laughed, “are you willing to place a wager on it?”

Again, Drowden paused. He didn’t know what overcame him at the moment, but heard himself say, “I mean to do it.” 

“Wonderful!” Bladic cheered. “Now, let’s toast!” 

“Not so fast!” Ospin Tapple chided. “If you want me to be a witness to this gamble, then we need a time frame, else the wager would be held forever in a sea of excuses.” 

All three men laughed. 

“But seriously. You can’t teach a brute animal to speak!” said Ospin Tapple. “Bladic wants you to try. You should refuse such an impossible challenge!”

Drowden studied his guests. He felt sure that they knew very little about trolls. And he thought himself rightly the expert among them. He had a moment’s trepidation, but it passed and was forgotten.

“I may very well succeed, Ospin. Trolls are not mutes by nature.”

“I’ll grant you that,” Bladic replied. “I’ve heard they mutter under their breaths constantly. But they’re beasts just the same. Might as well try to teach your new bull to recite poetry!” 

Tapple was tired of waiting for the formal toast, so he took a long swallow. The mead went down sweet and smoothly to his toes and then rebounded toward his noggin.

“No need to be silly,” scolded Tapple. “A bull reciting poetry or a troll able to talk. Both equally absurd. Can we forget this nonsense?” 

“Ospin, I know my books! What are the terms of this wager, Nathan?” Erebus drank then brought the pitcher up for another pour.

“Splendid. Let’s sit and talk of terms over another cup,” Nathan Bladic slurred a little. Once reseated away from the main table, the three men leaned in from their high-backed upholstered chairs over a low serving table. Drowden took them into confidence. 

“I hesitate to tell you this, but I’ve been having portentous dreams about trolls. I had a dream about a young troll who turned into a caterpillar and then morphed into a butterfly, right in front of my eyes. Laugh if you like, but having this young whelp show up here today gives me reason to think anything is possible.” 

“And now you think it reasonable to believe in your dreams!” laughed Bladic. “Look, there’s no history of trolls growing that fast. It’s just a fairy tale. But if you want to base a wager on pipe dreams and nonsense, then I’m feeling particularly lucky.”

Drowden held up a hand and fluttered his eyes. “I don’t know why I believe it’s true but here’s what I know. The troll will grow faster than a puppy grows into a dog, from a troll babe into a full-sized troll. So fast, in fact, that I’m certain he should be able to speak intellig….able…..intelligibly,” he stammered, “before a stalk of this year’s corn grows as tall as his brow!” 

“That’s absurd!” Bladic chortled. 

“Such silliness. Such foolishness.” Tapple unwrapped a finger from his mug and pointed it at his host, “But the corn is well grown knee high already.” 

“Nonetheless Ospin,” Drowden swaggered. “I have faith in my instincts and can’t help believing my dreams mean something. They aren’t nonsense.” 

“Aye,” cried Nathan, “and I know a sucker when I see one. You can’t possibly do it! Plain as the mole on the nose on my face, you’ve lost already! So for the sake of satisfying your pride of intellect …oh, and your belief in dreams as prophesy, give up this wager or name your stakes!”

Erebus looked keenly into Bladic’s eyes but wobbled slightly. “You name them, sir. You are my guest, and I bow to your decision.” 

“Very well…” Bladic thought for a minute. “Here’s what I propohhhhse…” and he drew out that last word like it was a trombone. “Since we’re comparing how fast your troll grows and speaks next to how fast your corn grows, I say we set the stakes as this year’s crop. I’ve got about the same acreage planted as you have here at Hapstead Manor. So, that’s it! Mine against yours! What do you say? Do we have a bet?” 

Drowden filled their cups again to the brim then raised his high. “We have a bet, friend! Before the corn is as tall as the troll’s thick brow, I’ll have him talking. Your harvest is as good as mine.” 

Drowden winked at Ospin Tapple. “And what about you? Care to weigh in?”

Tapple sputtered. “Leave me out of this silliness,” he squealed. “Trolls aren’t for wagers. They’re good for one thing…” His voice tapered off.

“And what’s that?” Drowden raised an eyebrow and gave a glassy look.

“You never mind what. Get on with it. Seal your bet.” Tapple picked up his drink and held it out. The three men clinked cups and drank them empty then sat back in their chairs to savor the moment. 

Bladic leaned forward and waved a finger under Drowden’s nose. He laughed with alcohol’s borrowed glee. “You’ll never get that Trog to say hello or goodbye. Not for at least two years, if ever. I thought you were a businessman, but it turns out you’re just a dreamer.”

Drowden stretched out his hand to shake on the deal. When Bladic extended his hand, he squeezed it fiercely. “You have yourself a bet!” Then he filled their glasses one last time and they raised them high. 

“To the corn wager!” Bladic almost yelled. “To the corn wager!” they cried in unison. 

“You know…” Ospin slurred, “mead is a fine bev’rage, but shouldn’t we seal such a wager like this one with corn whiskey?” 

Drowden and Nathan laughed. “Splendid idea!” said Nathan. “But only if our host can part with his already fermented crops. He won’t have any corn this coming season to make more.”

“Don’t count my corn as yours just yet,” laughed Drowden. “I’ll have plenty to spare when I take yours from you.”

With that, they moved to the drawing room, and each poured a generous glass of the Manor’s best sour mash. For the next three hours they traded stories, told jokes and talked of the wager until gradually first Tapple then Bladic fell asleep in their chairs. 

Drowden managed to stumble to the servant’s cottage nearby and sent Piscote to get some food and a pail of water into the troll’s kennel. When he got back to the house, he poured another glass of mash and then put the decanter back in the cabinet. He intended to sit just a few more minutes to say good night to his guests before climbing the stairs to bed but was soon snoring with them in a chair with his half-drunk drink on a simple table nearby.

When he woke, Erebus was capped and gowned in his own bed and it was morning. Dorina was standing over him with a damp cloth, pressing it to his face and looking put out.

“Your gentlemen friends made it to bed after I spilled some water on their laps. Rude men. Mouths capable of shaping air into unlikeable conjurations. I do not care for them! And you! Oh, Drowden Erebus, before I treat you as I did our unwanted guests, repeat what you just said. Something about corn and trolls?” 

His head throbbed and his tongue felt like a carp lodged in his mouth. When he spoke, his voice crackled. Dorina handed him a cup of water. “Well?” 	

The water gave him more of a voice. “Please, dearest. Some willow bark tea, then we can talk. I beg you!” Dorina pulled the servants cord and sat by him on the bed. 

“You drank quite a bit!” She looked at her husband, pitying his headache but very annoyed. 

Erebus rubbed his throbbing temples. He took another sip of water. “Yes dear. We were celebrating!” 

“Celebrating what…?” but her voice fell off as Drowden raised a hand in supplication. “A moment please,” he whispered. Dorina fell silent and sat staring out the window until she heard the servant at the chamber door. Dorina left the room quietly, and when she returned, she brought the steaming cup to his side.

After the tea he felt not much better, but he told Dorina he did, and about the troll, the wager, and his intention to teach the little being to speak. 

“You can’t be serious.” She gasped. “I can’t believe you would do such a thing! Keep a troll at Hapstead Manor? One year’s crop! Once you’re good and sober, you’ll think better of all this and change your mind!” Dorina’s voice turned shrill. “You will change your mind!” 

Drowden held his head. “Please, I beg you. My brain is about to explode.” His stomach churned. “Besides, dear wife. I can’t back out of a wager without losing it. And more to the point, I’m going to win. I swear it!”

Dorina turned on her heel to leave the room. Drowden called after her. “Please don’t slam the….” Too late, the deed was done, bringing on new waves of nausea. He grabbed for the nearest thing, the water pitcher, and vomited into it. 

One word escaped his lips between upheavals “…door.” 

When he finally came up for air, there was a crooked smile on his face. He pushed matted hair out of his eyes and lay back on the pillow, looking at the ceiling but seeing much more. “A troll,” he whispered to the room, “I have a troll!”
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