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In the far reaches of the world, where clouds curled around jagged ridges like drifting ghosts and the winds whispered ancient songs, lay the Mountain Realm, a land of breathtaking splendor carved by time, mystery, and majesty. The land rose in a grand cascade of stone and snow, forests and firelight, with cliffs so sheer they seemed to slice the sky, and valleys so lush they defied imagination. Every corner of it felt enchanted. In spring, golden shafts of sunlight pierced the morning mist and lit fields of pale blue wildflowers that bloomed even in cracks between the rocks. In winter, frost glazed every surface in silver, and the trees stood tall and still like frozen sentinels keeping their solemn watch.

At its towering crown stood Iceman’s Peak, the realm’s highest point, a needle of rock and ice that seemed to pierce the very heavens. Legends claimed the summit scraped the belly of the gods. On the clearest days, it was said that one could see the world’s edge from its heights. Few dared attempt the climb. The air grew thin, the winds cruel, and the cold carried an old hunger.

Far below, nestled among meadows and gentle slopes, the land softened. There lay the Flowing River, the realm’s lowest point. It wound peacefully near Valleytown, its surface gleaming like liquid crystal under the sun. The current ran steady and sure, whispering softly through groves of fruit trees and fields of velvet-green grass. The folk of Valleytown claimed the river never slept, and even under starlight it sang its quiet songs.

Life in the Mountain Realm took many forms. The tiniest insects fluttered among dew-slick petals, and silver-eyed foxes moved through the woods like shadows. Mountain goats leapt from stone to stone with uncanny grace. Humans had made their home here too, though in small numbers, scattered and hardy. And then there were the mountain trolls, rare and enormous creatures with skin like moss-covered stone and voices like grinding boulders.

Among them all, the most numerous and most renowned were the dwarves.

The dwarves were creatures of mountain and earth, stocky and powerful, with shoulders nearly as wide as they were tall. Though small by human measure, they were never to be mistaken for weak. Their arms were corded with muscle, and their fingers stained from years of craft and labor. Long beards, whether wild or intricately braided, were a matter of personal pride. Their bellies were round, and their laughter was deep and frequent.

Of all the things they valued, there was one they held above all others: treasure.

Dwarves were drawn to treasure the way rivers are drawn to the sea. They coveted it, hoarded it, and revered it. Not just gold or gems, though they loved those dearly, but anything rare, ancient, or precious. Enchanted weapons, old maps inked in fading runes, dragon teeth, relics from forgotten wars; if it glittered or whispered of legend, dwarves wanted it.

They were storytellers, too. Ask a dwarf about his treasure and you would be rewarded with a tale. He would speak of ancestors who battled goblin swarms in firelit tunnels or outwitted trolls beneath the roots of the world. Some swore their kin had stabbed dragons between the scales or climbed the back of a giant to wrench loose a sapphire crown. The stories were told with wide eyes and tankards raised high.

But whether these tales were true remained a matter of some debate. Dwarves had a gift for embellishment. The monsters grew more fearsome with every telling. The treasures shone brighter, the dangers deepened. And yet, behind each story, there was a glimmer of something close enough to fact that listeners often wondered just how much had really happened.

Though the dwarves had their flaws, like stubbornness, a fondness for embellishment, and a reputation for hoarding more than they needed, they were equally known for the strength of their virtues. Among the mountain-dwelling peoples, none held loyalty in such high regard. A dwarf’s word, once given, was more solid than granite. Their sense of honor, like their tools, was forged to last. They stood by their kin in times of feast and famine, and betrayal among them was as rare as a flawless black diamond.

They loved work. Not merely as a means to survive, but as an expression of who they were. To a dwarf, there was beauty in effort, pride in calloused hands and soot-streaked faces. They found joy in the ring of hammer on anvil, the chisel’s steady scrape against stone, the sharp scent of fresh-carved timber. Their crafts were not only practical, but were testaments to skill, patience, and legacy. Each wall they raised, each blade they forged, was a mark of devotion to their craft and a gift to those who came after.

While many dwarves lived upon the mountain slopes, building sturdy villages of timber and stone, countless others made their homes deep within the mountains themselves. The great peaks of the realm were hollowed by winding tunnels and vast underground cities. These stone kingdoms echoed with the sounds of pickaxes and songs sung in rhythm to the swing of tools. Lanterns of glowing quartz lit the paths, and deep forges burned ceaselessly, casting flickering light on ancient halls supported by columns taller than trees.

Most dwarves spent their entire lives underground, carving out their wealth inch by inch. They mined veins of gold, silver, and iron, chipped away at walls to free gemstones the color of fire or sea foam, and searched always for deeper treasures. But not all were content to remain in the mines.

There were some who called themselves treasure hunters.

These were not ordinary miners. They were adventurers, driven by old songs and whispered tales. Where others dug in known tunnels, they ventured into the unknown. They sought treasure not in seams of rock, but in ruins, hidden caves, and lost fortresses. They followed maps scrawled in faded ink, decoded riddles carved into forgotten altars, and dared to tread where others feared to step.

Few of them lived long. The Mountain Realm was beautiful, but it was a dangerous beauty. Goblins bred in the shadows, vicious and cunning. Trolls, massive and territorial, wandered the upper cliffs with stone clubs and crude armor. Bandits prowled the mountain passes, ever eager to steal whatever they could not earn. And then there was the land itself, which was unforgiving and unpredictable.

One misstep could mean a fall into a ravine. One wrong turn could lead to starvation or exposure.

Because of these dangers, treasure hunters rarely grew old. Many disappeared, their fates sealed in silence. Others returned empty, scarred in ways not even the hearth could heal. It was a life of risk, and those who chose it were often seen as reckless. Brave, perhaps, but foolish too.

Nestled on the steep shoulder of one of the realm’s great peaks, where the stone curved like a protective arm around a narrow ledge of land, stood Mountainside Village. The walls of the village were built directly into the face of the mountain, with foundations carved deep into the rock, reinforced by timber beams and iron fastenings forged by generations of skilled hands. A stout gate of dark wood and blackened steel marked the entrance, and beyond it stretched a winding network of cobbled streets, chimney-crowned homes, and low stone shops, all clustered close together like kin keeping warm. Every rooftop was steeply sloped to let the snow slide off in the winter months, and braided lantern chains hung between the buildings, ready to be lit with the first sunset of every festival.

Mountainside Village was small, but it was proud. The kind of place where everyone knew everyone else by name, where news traveled fast and no one went unnoticed. Life there was usually quiet. Days passed in the steady rhythm of routines like mining, trading, forging, cooking, and laughing. Evenings were often spent in shared hearth halls, where songs echoed off stone walls and the scent of roasted meat lingered long after the plates were cleared.

But not tonight.

Tonight, the quiet had been swept away by joy, noise, and color. For this was no ordinary evening; it was the two hundredth anniversary of the founding of Mountainside Village, and not a soul within the gates had been left untouched by the excitement.

The celebration began at sundown, but it was well into the night now, and the revelry still surged like a great tide through every alley and lane. Music rang from every corner; flutes, fiddles, and hand drums kept a lively pace that dwarves of all ages moved to without hesitation. Singing rose up over the rooftops, rough-voiced and booming, as cheerful as it was off-key. Fireworks burst high above the village, throwing sparks of red and green and gold into the dark sky. The colors rippled across the mountain face and lit up the ridges in a thousand fleeting hues.

The streets had been transformed. Tables lined the roads from one end of the village to the other, covered in dishes both savory and sweet. There were platters of roasted game glazed with spiced honey, piles of fire-baked bread still warm to the touch, skewers of mushrooms and mountain onions, thick-cut cheese wedges, and glistening fruit tarts that drew swarms of eager children. Steins of amber ale and dark stout clanked together in constant toasts, and stone mugs of hot cider steamed in the hands of the elders, who watched the merriment with crinkled eyes and soft chuckles.

Beyond the food, the marketplace tents had sprung up in a neat half-circle near the inner ring of homes. Beneath their striped canopies, traders and craftsmen displayed their wares: carved bone trinkets, polished stones etched with family crests, delicate metalwork pendants, and woven belts dyed with mountain berry inks. Everything was made by hand, bartered with smiles or traded for tales.

At the heart of it all, the very center of Mountainside Village, roared the bonfire.

Built taller than two dwarves standing atop one another, the bonfire cracked and spat glowing embers into the air, its light casting golden warmth across the stone buildings. Around it, a wide circle had been cleared, and there the dwarves danced. Boots stamped and skirts twirled. Some danced in pairs, others in great laughing groups, and a few in boisterous solos, spinning until they collapsed in breathless heaps. Between dances, the voices rose again in the old songs, passed down from one bearded generation to the next. The verses were bold and rhythmic, full of tales of long-ago victories, mischievous ancestors, and the forging of kinship stronger than steel.

And as the fire danced in its own way, tall, wild, and tireless, the stories began.

Clusters of dwarves gathered close, mugs in hand and eyes wide in the flickering firelight. Each storyteller took their turn, their voices rising above the crackling flames. They spoke of the founders of the village, of the ancient rockslide that nearly buried it in its first winter, and of the miners who had tunneled deep enough to find not just ore, but crystal veins that sang when struck. They told of the goblin raiders who once tried to scale the cliffs and were driven back by nothing more than boiling cabbage stew and a very large boot. Every tale was told with conviction, and whether or not they were entirely true hardly mattered. The laughter and the wonder in the young dwarves’ eyes were truth enough.

For one night, Mountainside Village belonged not to work or worry, but to joy. The mountain stood watch, silent and immense, but even its dark cliffs seemed touched by the firelight, as if the land itself joined in the celebration.

Among the many dwarves dancing around the great bonfire in the center of Mountainside Village, one moved with such enthusiasm that even the elders chuckled and nudged each other to take note. It was O’balin, son of Blorn, spinning and stamping to the rhythm of a song older than the village itself, a raucous tune filled with thudding drums, soaring flute notes, and the occasional chant shouted with joyful force. His boots struck the earth in perfect time, kicking up small clouds of dust as he turned with the others in a wide circle. Every so often, he raised his voice to join the chorus, bellowing out the lyrics with a wide grin and gleaming eyes.

O’balin looked like any other dwarf celebrating on a festival night: his cheeks were flushed, a tankard hung from one hand, and his cloak was dusted with sparks from the fire. But appearances were only half the truth. For all his common look and laughter, O’balin was far from ordinary.

Nearly everyone in Mountainside Village knew his name. His story had become a favorite among the village folk, especially when told beside the fire on cold winter nights. As the tale went, O’balin had been no more than four years old when he managed to slip away in the dead of night. No one had seen him go. His parents were asleep, the guards at the gate distracted, and the mountain winds gave no warning. When morning came and the boy was nowhere to be found, panic swept through the village. Search parties were formed, lanterns lit, and every tunnel, ledge, and hollow was scoured for signs of the child. Days passed, and hope dimmed.

Then, without so much as a horn blast to herald him, the boy returned.

He came walking through the main gate with a scuffed face, torn breeches, and a diamond the size of a hen’s egg clutched in his hand. No one knew where he had gone, and no amount of pleading or prodding ever loosened his tongue. Even his mother couldn’t wring the truth from him. O’balin simply shrugged and said he found it where the light met the stone and left it at that.

From that moment forward, he was known not just as the boy who had wandered and returned, but as a treasure hunter. A true one, the old dwarves said, even if he was far too young to wield a pickaxe or read a map. And as the years passed, he earned the title again and again. Where others searched and came back with little, O’balin brought strange artifacts, rare stones, and tales that raised eyebrows around the hearth. Some suspected he had a nose for treasure, like others had for storms or sweet mead. A gift, perhaps, or a curse. He never said.

Despite all this, O’balin never sought admiration. He did not boast, nor did he let others speak for him. He moved through the village with quiet confidence, his fame something that was present and useful when needed, but never the point.

Physically, he looked like many others in the village, if not a touch smaller than most. His stature was compact, but solid, with muscle built from years of climbing, delving, and fighting his way out of places most dwarves had no business entering. His long orange hair fell in thick strands down his back, usually tied with leather cord to keep it from getting tangled in thickets or gear. His beard was just as vivid, thick and well-kept, braided at the ends and often adorned with tiny tokens from his journeys: a polished scale, a carved bead, a ring too small for his fingers. But it was his eyes that left the strongest impression. Piercing green, like emeralds held to the sun, they had the look of someone who saw more than he let on.

Tonight, those eyes sparkled with firelight and song. Whatever secrets he carried were set aside for the moment. He danced like any dwarf might, among friends, beneath the mountain stars.

Beside the roaring bonfire, matching step for step with O’balin’s spirited dancing, was another figure who stood out, but for very different reasons.

Bindle, son of Danlop, had been spinning and stomping in rhythm with his friend from the first beat of the drums. His round cheeks flushed with delight, and his eyes nearly vanished into merry squints. He moved with surprising nimbleness for someone of his build, kicking his boots high and clapping with reckless joy. Every so often, he let out a whooping cheer that turned a few heads and earned more than a few chuckles. There was something infectious about Bindle’s laughter; it was loud and warm, like a kettle boiling over with good humor.

If O’balin was the quiet legend of the village, Bindle was the noisy one. He was known not just for his boundless energy but for his penchant for mischief. Villagers had long since come to expect that where Bindle went, something unexpected was bound to follow. Whether it was sneaking sweet cakes from windowsills, rearranging signposts after dark, or convincing the baker’s apprentice that his beard needed braiding “for good luck,” Bindle’s antics were infamous. Harmless, mostly. Occasionally inconvenient. But always delivered with that wide grin and a shrug that made it hard to stay angry for long.

He was broader than O’balin by a fair measure, round in the belly and proud of it, often claiming that it made for better cushioning during rough landings on treasure hunts. His long blonde hair bounced with every dance step, tied back loosely but constantly threatening to break free. His beard, also blonde and full, was braided down the middle, though not without a few errant strands that refused to cooperate no matter how much oil or charm was applied.

The bond between O’balin and Bindle was as old as their earliest memories. The two had met as children, barely tall enough to reach the forge tools their fathers used. No one could quite recall the exact moment of their meeting; it was as if they’d simply always been at each other’s side. From muddying their boots in the same puddles to getting scolded for hiding in the rafters of the stone hall, the pair had been inseparable ever since. Even now, dwarves in Mountainside Village spoke of them as a single pair, as if you saw one, the other was surely close by.

Bindle had taken to treasure hunting not long after O’balin’s first real expedition. Though he lacked his friend’s uncanny sense for hidden riches, he made up for it in enthusiasm and sheer curiosity. He followed O’balin into crumbling ruins, down dark tunnels, across rope bridges strung over sheer drops, never once asking whether they should. To Bindle, the journey was every bit as important as the prize, especially if there were good stories to tell afterward.

But beyond the expeditions, the danger, and the tales of strange relics, the two shared a more playful love for silliness and schemes. When not planning a trek beyond the village or studying old maps by firelight, they were dreaming up new pranks to spring on family and friends. Whether it was slipping dried beetles into the cook’s flour sack or swapping out a polished gem display with painted rocks, their humor was never cruel. Just clever enough to leave everyone wondering how, exactly, they’d pulled it off.

Tonight, their laughter echoed high above the music, twin voices in harmony with the rhythm of celebration. Side by side, as always.

Through the swirling bonfire smoke and the pulsing music that shook the cobbled ground beneath their boots, a figure walked with measured steps and a familiar sway to his beard. He was not dressed in the fine robes some might expect of a village leader, nor did he carry a staff of office or wear a crown of polished ore. Instead, he wore a sensible green tunic, a wide leather belt, and the same worn boots he’d had since the founding of the eastern grain store. But what made him immediately recognizable was the unmistakable pair of long, silver pigtails that hung neatly on either side of his face.

This was the mayor of Mountainside Village.

His true name, as the records proudly declared, was Afteneldenarolopolis, a name that curled the tongue and left most listeners helplessly lost by the third syllable. Long ago, realizing no one could say it properly, and tired of hearing his name butchered by even the most polite elders, he’d declared that he would simply go by the name “Mayor Pigtails.” And no one had questioned it since. He was a dwarf of impressive age and quiet wisdom, known for settling disputes with a single raised eyebrow and making his point in fewer words than most could manage in a full speech. The children adored him, the traders respected him, and the smiths insisted he still had the strongest handshake in the village.

As Mayor Pigtails passed the great bonfire, he slowed, raising a hand in greeting. His eyes crinkled with mirth as he watched the dancing, his gaze settling on two very familiar figures.

O’balin and Bindle stopped mid-step. O’balin straightened, brushing a bit of dust from his sleeve, while Bindle stumbled slightly and then quickly caught himself with a sheepish grin.

“Evening, Mayor!” O’balin called, offering a respectful nod.

“Lovely dancing tonight, Your Honor,” Bindle added, wiping sweat from his brow with exaggerated flair.

The mayor gave them both a nod and a small, knowing smile. “Mind the embers,” he said simply, and then continued on his way, hands clasped behind his back, humming along to the music.

As the mayor disappeared into the crowd, O’balin turned to his friend. “Save my spot,” he said with a grin. “I’m off to visit the one tent in this village that never disappoints.”

Bindle gave a dramatic gasp. “The legendary tent of the roast beast?”

“The very one,” O’balin replied, already slipping away into the crowd.

He made his way past clusters of dwarves, dodging laughing children and carefully stepping around discarded mugs. The warm scent of spiced meats and baked roots led him straight to the tent he knew so well. Nestled near the eastern edge of the village square, it was modest in size, but easily marked by the plume of savory smoke rising from its chimney-flap and the line of dwarves gathering for a taste of whatever was cooking inside.

Inside, the air was rich with the mouthwatering aroma of herbs, fat, and fire. O’balin’s mother, Clara, stood near a large stone-lined pit, carefully turning a spit over open coals. The roast beast was fat and glistening, and it crackled golden with each rotation. A few sprigs of mountain sage hung nearby, drying slowly from the heat, while a pot of rich gravy simmered just beside her. Clara was humming a familiar tune, her face flushed with effort but cheerful all the same. Her sleeves were rolled to the elbow, and her apron was stained in ways that could only be achieved through culinary triumph.

On the other side of the tent, Blorn, O’balin’s father, stood behind a wooden cask, cheerfully pouring mugs of his home-brewed ale into the hands of anyone who wandered near. His bald head gleamed beneath the lantern light, and his booming laughter made the tent flap tremble. His beard was trimmed short, but still thick, streaked with white near the chin. When he spotted his son entering, he raised a mug in greeting.

“O’balin! There he is! You’ve come just in time! The first cut’s about to be served, and I’ve just poured a fresh batch of Emberfire Stout.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” O’balin said, making his way toward them with a grin.

Seated on the grassy floor near the rear of the tent, cross-legged and utterly absorbed, was O’balin’s older brother, Clann. A thick book lay open in his lap, its spine cracked and pages filled with neat columns of dwarven runes. Clann didn’t look up immediately, even when the tent grew noisier with the chatter of new arrivals.

Clann bore a resemblance to O’balin in the shape of his face and the set of his shoulders, but he was thinner and carried himself with a bit more precision. His dark brown hair was gathered into a tight braid that ran down his back, and his matching beard rested on his chest like a medal of pride. Unlike many of the other villagers, Clann never seemed disheveled, never forgot to lace a boot or fasten a button. His sharp mind was his greatest asset, and he never hesitated to remind others of it.

“Reading again, Clann?” O’balin asked, leaning just enough to glance at the open page.

Clann turned a single page, not bothering to look up. “Yes. Unlike some dwarves, I find knowledge more useful than burnt meat and loud songs.”

“Still the charmer,” O’balin replied, smirking. “Tell me, are you learning how to complain in new languages?”

“Don’t tempt me,” Clann said, closing the book at last and looking up. His eyes sparkled with dry amusement. “Though I admit, it does smell incredible in here. Mother outdid herself.”

“She always does.” O’balin glanced around, watching as another dwarf praised Clara’s roast with a reverent sigh. “You know, it’s a wonder you ever find time to join us on hunts, what with all the reading and smugness to tend to.”

Clann stood and dusted off his tunic. “It’s not for your sake, I assure you. Someone has to keep you and Bindle from wandering into dragon dens or trying to make friends with trolls.”

“We only did that once.”

“And I’ve had the burn marks ever since,” Clann muttered, though his smirk never faded.

Despite all their jabs and jests, the affection between the brothers was clear. Clann might have rolled his eyes at O’balin’s adventures and scoffed at Bindle’s antics, but he was always there when it mattered, with a map in hand, strategy prepared, and sarcasm at the ready.

O’balin grinned as he approached the food table, the savory scent of roasting meat and warm bread already coaxing a growl from his stomach. His mother was working with focused precision, brushing the roast beast with a thick glaze of herbed butter while humming a soft, familiar tune.

“Smells like home,” O’balin said with a wide grin.

Clara turned, startled for only half a second, before her smile lit up her round face. “O’balin, there you are! I was beginning to think you’d dance yourself into the hills.”

He stepped in for a warm embrace, careful not to bump the roast. “Wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

Behind them, Blorn raised a freshly filled mug in welcome. “Come here, lad! Sit, drink, eat. Your mother’s made enough to feed the whole village.”

“I’d take you up on that, but I’m just passing through,” O’balin said, taking the mug with a nod of thanks. “Big night ahead, you know.”

Blorn chuckled, his beard twitching with the motion. “With you and Bindle at large? Aye, I believe it.”

O’balin turned toward his older brother, who had grabbed a bite to eat and sat back down, cross-legged in the corner of the tent, now with his head buried deep in another book. Just as O’balin opened his mouth to speak, Clann raised a single finger without even glancing up. He turned a page in silence.

Rolling his eyes, O’balin stepped closer. “Really, Clann?”

“I cannot be disturbed,” Clann said crisply, still not looking up. “Unlike the rest of you, I’m actively pursuing the betterment of my intellect. Higher education doesn’t read itself.”

“You’re reading a book on dragon fungus.”

“And it’s more informative than a room full of dwarves stuffing their faces and pretending to dance.”

O’balin smirked. “Well, don’t overexert yourself with all that growth.”

“Goodbye, O’balin,” Clann said dryly, turning another page.

Shaking his head in mock frustration, O’balin bid his parents farewell with a quick kiss on Clara’s cheek and a wink at Blorn. “Don’t let him burn the tent down with his big brain.”

With that, he ducked out into the night again, weaving back into the heart of the celebration where music still rang, fireworks burst overhead, and laughter echoed off the mountain stone.

Meanwhile, not far from the central bonfire, Mayor Pigtails made his way toward a small wooden platform flanked by heavy red curtains. The makeshift stage had served many purposes over the years, the perfect place for village announcements, storytelling nights, wedding dances, and the occasional slapstick play performed by local children. Tonight, it was dressed in streamers and hung with lanterns carved to resemble mountain beasts, flickering with soft candlelight.

With slow, deliberate steps, the mayor climbed onto the stage. He took a moment to look out over the crowd before clearing his throat once, twice, and then a third time, just for good measure. It was an effective sound, sharp and commanding, and within moments the music quieted and the conversations hushed. A hundred heads turned toward him.

“Good folk of Mountainside,” he began, voice deep and worn smooth by years of speaking in storms, councils, and celebrations. “It brings my heart great joy to welcome you to this night of nights. Welcome to the two hundredth year of our beloved village.”

A cheer rose up at once, hearty and full of pride.

“Our ancestors carved this place out of stubborn stone,” he continued. “With calloused hands, clear purpose, and a belief that a home on the side of a mountain could become a kingdom of its own. And so it has.”

As Mayor Pigtails spoke, O’balin slipped through the crowd, dodging between celebrating dwarves until he found his friend. Bindle was still spinning in time with the fading music, clapping and laughing, his face red from the exertion.

“Bindle,” O’balin said, stepping up beside him. “You ready?”

The blonde dwarf wiped sweat from his brow and gave a wide grin. “Born ready.”

The two shared a knowing glance, the kind only true friends understood; it was part excitement, one part guilt, and three parts mischief. They turned on their heels and began walking along the outer edge of the crowd toward the rear of the stage, careful not to draw attention.

For weeks now, they had been working in secret, gathering bits and pieces of fabric, wood, twine, paint, scraps of leather, and even a pair of battered gloves from the blacksmith’s wife when she wasn’t looking. Slowly, they’d stitched together their masterwork: a full-body troll costume. It stood over ten feet tall when assembled properly, complete with long, tattered arms, hooked claws, and a face painted with exaggerated menace. The eyes glowed faintly, thanks to a pair of tinted lantern stones tucked behind translucent mesh.

The plan was simple. While the mayor delivered his speech, they would hide behind the curtains, get into the costume, and, at the perfect moment, burst through with a fearsome roar. Just enough to send the villagers into a frenzy before revealing the joke.

They reached the back of the stage and ducked under the curtain’s edge, the muffled voice of the mayor continuing just a few feet above them.

“Let us remember the strength of our ancestors,” Mayor Pigtails was saying. “And the joy they hoped we would carry into the future...”

O’balin and Bindle crouched low, retrieving the bundled costume from beneath a cloth tarp. The troll suit was heavier than it looked, patched together with stitched burlap and painted leather. Bindle slipped into the bottom half first, strapping his boots to the base of a pair of wooden stilts. He wobbled once, then steadied himself.

“You sure you’ve got the legs for this?” O’balin whispered.

“Born ready,” Bindle repeated, now breathless with anticipation.

O’balin climbed onto his friend’s shoulders, wrapping his legs around Bindle’s neck for support. He pulled the upper portion of the costume over them both and tugged the headpiece into place. From the outside, the figure was hunched and looming, like a true terror of the mountains.

Inside the costume, it was hot, cramped, and smelled faintly of glue and onions. But neither dwarf cared. They were ready.

Mayor Pigtails stood tall at the center of the stage, his silver pigtails swaying gently as he continued his speech with warmth and gravity, gesturing now and again to emphasize the rich heritage of Mountainside Village.

“Our founders knew hardship. They braved storms, dug shelter from frostbitten cliffs, and built a community from bare stone and hope. And now, we—”

A sudden, piercing scream cut through the crowd.

The mayor froze mid-sentence, brow furrowing as murmurs rose and more voices joined in panic. The sound of running feet and startled cries echoed up the mountainside. Before he could ask what was happening, the stage beneath him gave a low creak. Something heavy had just climbed onto it.

Behind the red curtains, O’balin and Bindle blinked in confusion.

“That wasn’t us,” Bindle whispered.

“No...it definitely wasn’t,” O’balin murmured, peering through the narrow slit between the curtain’s folds.

Still inside their troll costume, they pushed the fabric aside just enough to peek out, and what they saw made both their stomachs lurch.

Standing just a few feet away, framed in firelight and casting a massive shadow across the stage, was an actual troll.

It was every bit as terrible as the stories described. Taller than several dwarves stacked end to end, with skin like cracked stone and a hunched back ridged with bony plates. Its arms were long and thick, ending in clawed fingers that twitched with slow, curious movement. Its eyes, small and yellow, darted across the crowd as villagers screamed and scattered like startled birds.

“What in the stone’s name...?” O’balin muttered. “How did it get past the gates?”

“Everyone’s probably too busy dancing to guard anything,” Bindle whispered back, voice trembling now. “What do we do?”

Before O’balin could answer, Mayor Pigtails turned to see what had creaked behind him. His eyes widened as he looked first at the troll, then at O’balin and Bindle’s costume, which he assumed was another one. His lips parted in wordless horror.

“Oh no,” O’balin said under his breath. “He thinks we’re both trolls.”

Mayor Pigtails didn’t wait to clarify.

With a strangled cry and a surprising burst of speed, he bolted from the stage, pigtails flapping behind him as he vanished into the crowd. The villagers’ screams grew louder.

The real troll squinted at O’balin and Bindle, tilting its head. Its brow furrowed in confusion, as if trying to make sense of what exactly it was looking at.

“This might work,” O’balin whispered, tightening his grip on Bindle’s shoulders. He cleared his throat and bellowed in the deepest voice he could manage.

“LEAVE THIS PLACE, MONSTER! THERE IS ONLY ROOM FOR ONE TROLL IN THIS VILLAGE!”

The troll blinked. A moment passed.

Then it smirked. Its lip curled, revealing jagged yellow teeth, and it let out a rough, grating laugh. “Are you serious, mate?”

The sound of the troll speaking froze O’balin. Bindle’s knees wobbled slightly beneath him. The two of them stood motionless inside the costume, unsure what to say next, or if they should say anything at all.

Then, from somewhere in the crowd, a bowstring twanged.

An arrow whistled through the air and grazed the side of the troll’s thick neck, drawing a line of dark blood. The creature flinched, snarled, and reached up to touch the wound.

“That hurt,” it growled, more irritated than wounded. Its gaze turned briefly toward the direction the arrow had come from. “Fine. I’m leaving, you ungrateful little root-sniffers.”

With a stomp of its enormous foot, the troll turned and bounded off the stage, its heavy steps shaking the platform like a drumbeat. The wooden planks groaned beneath its weight, and the reverberations rattled the bones of everyone nearby.

Unfortunately for O’balin and Bindle, those reverberations were enough.

The stilts beneath Bindle gave way, slipping on the vibrating boards. Both dwarves tumbled forward in a heap, the troll costume crumpling around them in a tangled mass of burlap, fur, and painted leather. There was a collective gasp from the crowd.
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