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Simon stared at the Barrow King’s throne for several long minutes as the conflicting feelings of anger and pride battled within him. It was a chair made from fused bones, which seemed perfect for an undead sorcerer whose real body had died millennia ago, but Simon wasn’t sure it was him. Of course these days he wasn’t sure what ‘him’ was.
Was he the eons dead boy who’d been tortured and murdered? Was he the eternal spirit in the shape of that boy who’d been an enslaved butler to the Barrow King? Was he the newly minted master of the Barrow? Was he all of those things? None of them?
He would have frowned if he’d had lips or muscles or any flesh at all. But he did not. Simon was undead, and all he had for a body was a cruddy old skull with several missing teeth. Some part of him that wasn’t him dredged up the term redneck. The word was foreign, otherworldly, and he wasn’t sure how he understood the word or why it made him feel so bad about himself.  
Simon turned towards the nearest dread knight. The spectral energies and mists of his body turned with him and he raised a skeletal hand that had not, until that moment, existed and pointed at his undead minion.
“You, come here,” Simon said appalled to hear a slight pubescent crack in his voice. He had no teenage male body, so why did he have teenage male problems? Some sort of residual body image, perhaps? Simon thought.
The dread knight shambled up to Simon. A part of him knew he should be afraid as the undead beastie came closer, but he was not. He was the master of this dungeon, and the dread knights were his servants. The undead warrior came close, but instead of stopping a polite distance from Simon, the ghoul kept coming until it stood a mere inch from Simon’s face. No respect for personal space, apparently, Simon thought.
Simon took a step back and the dread knight took a corresponding step forward. He repeated the exercise several times, each with the same result. Finally, Simon grew annoyed and held his hand against his dimwitted servant’s chest, arresting his advance.
“Stop. Okay, new rule for all of you,” Simon said as he looked at the two other dread knights. “Keep a distance of at least three feet from me at all times unless I say otherwise. Understand?”
A chorus of “Nnnnggggggs” filled the room and the dread knight that was all up in his business backed up to exactly three feet.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Simon said. He advanced on the dread knight near him and the undead creature took a step back. Simon took another step, and the creature did the same. “You, stop and stand still,” Simon said in irritation. Are these damn idiots going to take everything so literally?
Simon reached up and to his relief, the dread knight stayed put as Simon gripped the creature’s least rotten tooth. With a gentle side-to-side motion, Simon worked the tooth until it came free with a dry tearing sound. He looked at it a moment, cursing the vanity that made him even consider this idea, then shrugged and crammed the tooth into one of the gaps in his own skull. There was a small tug as the tooth slurped up and into the jawbone. Huh, gross. Wasn’t expecting that to work.
A few minutes later he’d commandeered enough teeth to have a full smile. He had one of the dread knights hold up the shiniest shield it could find and got a decent enough look at his new smile. It wouldn’t appear in any pearly white toothpaste TV commercials, but at least he had a full set. Toothpaste? TV? Commercials? What the hell is wrong with me? A part of his brain understood these words, but he did not know why. After a moment, typical teenager apathy took hold, and he shrugged, returning his attention to his new teeth.
“Not too shabby,” Simon said, irritated that he still heard a slight high-pitched crack in his voice. “Okay, what now?” He looked around. Several corpses, bits of broken bone, rusted pieces of metal and other unidentifiable detritus littered the floor. Simon tried to scowl but found that it was impossible to make a facial expression when one had no face. This further ruined his mood and with an irritated wave of his hand he ordered his minions to clean up the place.
 He watched their herky-jerky motions for a time, but soon boredom took over and he plopped himself onto the throne of fused bone with a grumpy sigh. Hmmm, how can I sigh without lungs? he thought, but the question had barely formed when a presence surged into his mind as if another consciousness had eased into his own. It startled him so much that he fell off the throne, his skull clattering and his misty body dissipating.
With a grunt of annoyance, Simon willed his skull aloft and reformed his ethereal form. His head sat askew, and he formed a pair of hands to move it back into place. Then he glowered at the throne. “What the hell was that?” he yelled and his voice echoed around the chamber. None of the dread knights or corpses they piled up against the wall answered.
He sat back down on the throne as hesitantly and gingerly as a man with a bad case of hemorrhoids. For a moment Simon felt nothing, but then the presence returned. It was a slight pressure that slowly built in intensity. Simon wanted to flee but forced himself to remain still. This time the presence eased itself into his mind as if understanding the error it had made the first time. A chill moved through him, like an intense case of goosebumps and then a voice spoke.
 You are not he, the voice said.
“Ahhhh!” Simon squealed, and he nearly fell off the throne again. “What? Who?” he sputtered.
 You are not he, the voice repeated.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Simon said rather more loudly than he meant to.
 The lich… Ouzeriuo, the voice said.
“No, I am not Ouzeriuo. I hate that guy.”

Hate?
 Simon tried to explain the meaning of the word but could not come up with a satisfactory definition. But his mind seethed around the concept and he knew the presence understood.
 Hate. Yes. Also hate Ouzeriuo.
“Yeah that guy was a douche,” Simon said, wondering how he knew what the foreign sounding word meant.

Douche? 
“Never mind,” Simon said and then grumbled when he realized that he was speaking aloud to a voice in his head. Who are you?
 I… am the Barrow, the voice said in a manner that made Simon wonder if it had never described itself with the pronoun.
 The Barrow? I don’t understand.
 It is… difficult to explain, the voice said, and Simon sensed the presence struggling to find the right words. I am the sentience that animates this dungeon. Without my presence, it would simply be passageways of rock and haven to monster and beast. Without me, it would be a place of pointless life and wasted death.
 So, you’re telling me you’re some kinda spirit who possesses the Barrow? Simon said.
 No, I am the Barrow. I am a symbiotic life form. I have no physical form of my own. This makes my ability to alter things in the physical world… complicated. I am meant to join with a physical being, a host, a dungeon master.
And you want me to be this dungeon master?
Yes, together we would be greater than we are alone. Together we can make the Barrow great again.
 That was when something occurred to him and panic rushed up inside of him like bile.
You merged with Ouzeriuo.
No, he was unwilling to share, to grow. He wished only to dominate. He loved only power and was driven by fear. I fought against him, worked to foil his plans, but he was powerful and I grew ever weaker. It is a shame he refused to bond.
 Simon scowled or tried to. That whole no flesh thing again. You’re telling me that if he’d been willing you would have bonded with him?
Of course. He was very powerful. Together we could have made…
 Made the Barrow great again, yeah I get it. Anger burned inside him. But he was evil.
Evil and good are mortal concepts. They do not concern me.
 What? Simon sputtered. Well, they should.
I am sorry, they do not. However, if it makes you … feel better … my purpose and concerns will change as the bonding grows. What is you, will become me and what I am will become you.
So, I will make you nicer?
Perhaps. The nature of the bonding is hard to predict.
 Simon thought on it for a moment. Was this any different from what Ouzeriuo had done to him?
So let me get this straight, you want to merge with me, infect me, make the two of us one?
 Yes, the Barrow said with a sense of purpose and finality.
      What’s in it for me? Simon asked.
      Your mind, your very being will be expanded. You will feel what I feel, know what I know. You will have the potential of everlasting life. You could help shape the Realms in ways you cannot conceive of.
      That sounds pretty great, Simon had to admit.
It is, but be warned, the bonding will make us one. What affects me will affect you, and what affects you will affect me.
 Is the bonding permanent?
Yes, until you die. Then I will lose some of what I was, but after a time I would bond with another.
I thought you said I’d have everlasting life! Simon grumbled in alarm.
I said the potential for everlasting life, but the Realms are a dangerous place and there are a hundred ways for you to die.
 Thanks for that happy bit of news, Simon muttered. He felt like a teenager dumped at the prom watching his date making out with the quarterback. He cocked his head to the side as he wondered what the prom was, or for that matter a quarterback.
At least you are not a ‘douche’. That should help your survival chances.
 Thanks. Simon pondered the idea for many long minutes, wishing that Gryph had been here to advise him. Simon understood very little about being a dungeon master, but he knew as the conqueror of the Barrow, Gryph held some kind of dominion over it. While Simon would be the dungeon master, Gryph was kinda his boss.
 Can I make this kind of decision without him? 
But then, in typical teenage fashion, Simon realized his own wisdom and intelligence far surpassed all others and made his decision. What the hell, let’s do this thing.
 The thing is done, the voice of the Barrow said in his mind.
 Simon’s body moved and his mind expanded. He was everywhere in the Barrow and nowhere. He felt the wyrmynn huddled and afraid. He slowed momentarily over the cast-off soul stuff that comprised the massive black ooze until the psychic pain emanating from the hive-like mind pushed him away.
Next, they spun through the muggy cave the dark dryad and her fungus minions called home. Simon hovered over her presence a bit longer than was polite, but she intrigued him.
 You like her, The Barrow said.
“What?” Simon exclaimed, eyes snapping open. “No man, just checking out any potential threats,” Simon said aloud.
 If you say so.
“Uncool, dude,” Simon said, but let it go and closed his eyes, diving again into the Barrow’s perception.
He flowed over the empty enclave in the Gray Haven where a company of thieves had once lived. Gryph had made Simon let the men go even though some of their pals had tried to kill him. “Judge a man by his actions, not those of others,” Gryph had told him. Simon understood the idea but thought Gryph had been too nice.
 I agree, said the Barrow. I could have fed on them.

Fed?
 Yes, that is how I sustain my existence. I lure adventures and monsters in and then feed on them.

Ewww, that is …

Efficient.
If you say so.
I am hungry.
 A pulse of hunger hit Simon. The sensation was so strong, it nearly drove Simon mad, but then he found his courage. I triumphed over that dick knocker Ouzeriuo. I will not lose myself to a damn hole in the ground. A moment of panic pulsed through Simon. Sorry, no offense.
 None taken.
 You are more than hungry; you are starving.
 Yes, the Barrow said and a status window appeared in their shared vision.
	The Barrow - Sentient Dungeon

	Host: Simon
	Current Tier: 1
	True Tier: 8
	Status: Starving
	Health: 1,030/86,890

	The Barrow is one of the most ancient sentient dungeons on all Korynn, but years of neglect have left it starving. To return to its former glory, it needs to feed.
Current Level Essence Points: 3.

					


 Explain what I am seeing, Simon asked.
When I feed I absorb the level essence of the creatures. A level 10 warrior will give me 10 Level Essence Points and 100 health. To survive, I need to consume Level Essence Points equal to my True Tier each day. Currently, I require eight per day.  
What happens if you don’t have enough Level Essence Points? Simon asked, noting that the Barrow only had three.
 Then I cannibalize myself at the cost of 10 health per missing Level Essence Point per day. Every 10,000 points of health earns a new Tier. If I drop below a Tier threshold, then I lose the ability to create higher level monsters and loot, thus making it more difficult to lure quality prey.
You eat yourself? 
If I must.
What happens if you run out of health?
I will go dormant, and an outside force would need to sacrifice 1000 Level Essence Points to awaken me once more. That is why there are so many dormant dungeons across Korynn.
What happens to me if you go dormant?
You will die.
 Panic took
Simon, and he looked around at the scattered bodies, both the recently alive, like Dirge and his pals, and the desiccated corpses of the twice dead dread knights. Why didn’t you eat them?
I needed to form a bond to absorb them.
And Ouzeriuo would not bond with you.
No, he would not. As you said he was a … douche.
Now that we’ve bonded, can you absorb them?
Yes, I am in the process now.
 As Simon watched, the corpses started to melt, and after a few minutes, they had turned into puddles of viscous goo which were then absorbed directly through the stone floor of the Barrow. Gross, it’s like watching someone chew with their mouth open.
 He also sensed the Barrow’s reserve of Level Essence Points rise to 168 and its health to 2,710. A flush of well-being flowed through the Barrow and into Simon.
 Feel better? He asked the sentient dungeon that was now not only his home but also a part of him.
 Yes. I am not whole, but I am better.
 Well, good then. Simon let himself expand into this new world that was him and was not him. Let’s find us some tasty grub. I hear wyrmynn tastes like chicken.
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Erram was one of those idyllic hamlets whose wondrous mountains, lakes and forests drew artists from around Korynn. These artists would then waste their lives and their talents painting the same scene over and over for tourists. Everyone wanted to live there until they did and then they could not wait to leave.
Its populace was mostly of human ancestry, but a vibrant gnomish community and an enclave of hill dwarves also called the town home. The town was also a popular summer destination for the nobles of the Eldarian Dominion, their hangers-on, the hangers-on of the hangers-on and those of nefarious intent who preyed on all the above. 
On any given summer day a varied cast of characters walked the main thoroughfares and skulked through the back alleys of Erram.  It was in this town on a fine midweek morning, when no clouds marred the sky, that Bahldreck, a seventh son of a little respected, yet very wealthy, noble family preached the good word.
“And the High God did sayeth that the dead must die and the living shall stay alive, and no true servant of the High God shall consort with the dead, even if by accident while one was very drunk on elderberry wine. He commandeth thee to not let the dead live and to never speak of their goings-on,” Bahldreck droned.
It was his soporific tone, which rivaled even the best sleeping potions, that made Bahldreck’s sermons so popular with the town’s insomniacs. A group of these unfortunate souls currently slumbered in the grass in front of him, their low snores the only response Bahldreck ever got to his long-winded and rambling exhortations against the undead.
Nobody in Erram knew why the living dead rankled the paunchy noble so thoroughly. Sure, nobody liked zombies or skeletons and a rogue revenant could cause havoc if left unchecked, but Bahldreck hated the undead with a passion that most noble-born sons showed only for drink, women and the crushing of serf rebellions.
 None of these things interested Bahldreck who spent every evening, rain or shine, preaching from atop the overturned turnip cart that doubled as his pulpit. He read nightly from his gold-embossed copy of The Testament of the High God. Many a thief coveted the beautiful book if only with eyes intent on pilfering the book’s gold and not for the words of wisdom it contained. It was the most valuable item in Bahldreck’s possession, or so he, and nearly everyone else, believed.
“There, do you see it?” came a deep voice from a dapper gentleman named Verreth. He stood with his companions in the shadows of a broad-leafed tree watching Bahldreck the way a spider watches a fly. 
“What? The git on the turnip cart?” asked a wiry Aegyptian named Gerryt.
“Yes, and no,” said Verreth as if he were talking to a child or a dimwit who’d fallen off a turnip cart too many times. “Not the git, the necklace.”
All eyes turned back to Bahldreck as a beam of sunlight hit the preacher in the chest causing the dullest of glints to flash from a gray amulet hanging around his neck on a length of leather twine.
“It look like tin,” grumbled Brahk, an overly muscled half-orc. “Brahk like gold better than tin.”
“He’s right, enough gold covers that book to keep us in beds and drink for a week,” said Serraia, a sea elf air mage long ago exiled by her people.
“We’re not defacing a holy book for a few coins of gold,” Verreth snapped.
“Since when have you been a man of the gods?” Gerryt asked.
“Ever since I saw Aluran in action,” Verreth said. “Now I do not believe the superstitions that the High God sees all, but I like being alive and I have no plans of risking his wrath over a few measly coins.”
“Brahk am dumber than stable boy been kicked in head too many times, but even me know no mess with gods.” The others nodded at the truth of the ill-spoken statement.
“Then why do we care about him and his stupid tin bauble?” Serraia asked.
“Because he and his tin bauble will help us plunder the Barrow,” Verreth said with a grin.
*****
Bahldreck still had ten minutes left to his normal sermon but the ominous bank of lightning flushed clouds approaching from the mountains, convinced him he’d accomplished his day’s work.
 He reverently wrapped The Testament of the High God in a protective layer of waxed paper and then secured it inside his waterproof satchel. He climbed down from his pulpit, looking around for any folks who could aid him in turning over his cart so he could be on his way. All nearby eyes quickly found interesting things to look at in every direction save Bahldreck’s. Normally he’d corral several of his flock to aid him, but they were slumbering so peacefully at his feet he hated to wake them.
“A sign that my sermon touched their hearts, I’d say,” Bahldreck said in a satisfied voice. “Still, waking them to aid me would still be the High God’s work, would it not?”
He was about to kick the nearest slumbering man when a honeyed voice spoke behind him.
“May we humble sinners be of service your holiness?”
Bahldreck turned as an odd group of four individuals walked up. The man who had spoken kneeled as Bahldreck turned to them. The other three stood, clearly transfixed by Bahldreck’s holy aura, until the other man dragged them off their feet into a proper bow.
He guessed by their dress and demeanor they were humble supplicants, perhaps pilgrims en route from the southern coast to the Shining City of the High God himself. Bahldreck smiled and bid them to rise.
“We will, but first may we humble pilgrims bask in your holy light for the merest of moments?” asked the man who had spoken.
The sea elf maiden cast a sharp glance at the speaker in a manner that suggested to Bahldreck that she felt unworthy of such an honor. Bahldreck was quick to speak, hoping to reassure her that she, that all of them, were more than worthy to kneel at his feet.  
“Well, I don’t see why not,” Bahldreck said. “After all, that is the proper form.”
The four hung their heads low. After several moments the silence unnerved Bahldreck and he begged them to return to their feet. Introductions followed and the massive barbarian Brahk shocked Bahldreck with the ease he turned the cart over. The Aegyptian hitched his pony while the sea elf maiden brushed dirt from his robes. Unnerved by all the attention, Bahldreck mounted his cart and opened his mouth to say his goodbyes, when their leader, Verreth, spoke up.
“Your holiness, may I beg a word?”
“I suppose,” Bahldreck said in an uncomfortable tone, hands set to snap the reins.
“We beg your help. I was once a Knight of the Order of the Blazing Fist, but alas I committed a sin and have fallen from the graces of the High God Aluran.”
“Alas, that does happen on occasion. Good luck finding redemption.” Bahldreck went to snap the reins when the fallen knight knelt once more, right in front of his pony, preventing him from leaving.
“The High God has given me one last chance to redeem myself in his eyes. We all have.”
 Verreth turned to the others, hands vigorously suggesting that they too kneel. After a moment they did, but Bahldreck was sure he heard grumbling. The High God will always be heard, even through the most stubborn of ears, Bahldreck thought, wondering if that was an actual passage from the Testament or just a nugget of deep wisdom from within Bahldreck himself.
“I have seen a vision, sent by the High God himself. He tells me that only by serving you in your great mission to rid the world of the undead, can I hope to regain his favor and have any hope of basking in his light in the afterlife.
“He mentioned me by name?” Bahldreck asked.
The thin Aegyptian Gerryt brought his hand to his mouth, overcome by a coughing fit. Bahldreck was about to order Verreth to assist the man when a discharge of electricity thrummed from Serraia’s finger and into Gerryt’s side. He yelped and his coughing fit ended. He turned towards her in surprise. Bahldreck could not see the man’s face, but he was sure he was thanking the sea elf maiden for casting whatever healing magic had aided him.
 Perhaps these folk deserve my esteemed help, after all, Bahldreck thought.
“Yes, my most holy lord. I heard your name from his lips direct to my humble ears,” Verreth said, bowing lower. “The High God knows the toils and troubles you’ve been the victim of and he has sent my compatriots and I to aid you on your great quest.”
“Well, yes. It has been a bit of a rough go of late, but I held faith that I deserved better and knew the High God would not disappoint me.”
An odd chortling sound came from the barbarian Brahk and Verreth grabbed him by the back of his head and pushed his face hard into the ground. Brahk grunted and mumbled incoherently, but Verreth looked at Bahldreck with a winning smile. “My apologies for this emotional display of devotion. Brahk has lived a wretched life, one marred by violence and sin. Bearing witness to the holy fire contained within your sanctified body has overwhelmed him and turned him away from the path of damnation.”
“Well, all men experience the rapturous glory in different ways. I am glad that my body has inspired him.”
A shriek of joyous laughter exploded from Serraia’s mouth and she quickly covered it with one hand, perhaps embarrassed by her emotional outburst. She buried her head in Verreth’s shoulder and beat her fists upon his chest and arms, unable to control her emotions.
“Let it out sister, for the High God has said that joyous outbursts are a celebration of life. I am glad he has found his way to you through me.”
“Yes, you ….” Verreth said, his face distorting into a rictus of barely restrained joy. His shoulders shook with the effort and he tried to hold back his tears. He turned away, and Bahldreck was gracious enough to let him recover himself. When he could, he spoke again. “Finding you has been one of the most moving moments of my life, of all our lives. I believe destiny has great plans for us.”
“Oh, I am sure, yes. That makes quite a bit of sense,” Bahldreck said. A warning alarm flared deep in his mind, but as he often did, he ignored it. “What plans?”
“Well, as it so happens your holiness I have a map given by another servant of the High God. This holy servant suggested that you would know how best to use it in the High God’s service,” Verreth said and pulled a roll of parchment from his bag and handed it to Bahldreck.
Bahldreck unfurled the scroll to find a map written in some unintelligible script. The land it depicted was familiar, yet foreign. “Hmm,” Bahldreck said, a hand cupping his chin in deep thought. “Most interesting and ancient and very pretty and great, you don’t know how great.”
Verreth walked up and grabbed the map and rotated it a half turn counterclockwise. It was then as the familiar environs of Erram and its surroundings came into focus that Bahldreck realized that he had been holding the map upside down. “Oh yes, I see now. I was just trying to … ummm ...”
“Gain a better perspective?” Verreth suggested.
“Yes, exactly. I prefer to look at a problem from all angles.”
“I wish I had thought to do the same,” Verreth said. “But then that is why you are you and, alas, I am merely me.” He turned his intense gaze upon his companions.
Serraia’s eyes went wide for a moment and then she nodded. “Oh, yes, very wise indeed,” Serraia said. “Well done your holiness.”
“It was quite the insight,” Gerryt agreed.
Verreth elbowed Brahk whose focus had been on a passing food cart. He turned in a panic to see Bahldreck looking at him expectantly. “Yeah, that stuff they done said. All good and true and junk.”
“Yes, well, very good,” Bahldreck said and returned his attention to the map. Verreth walked up and placed a gentle hand on the map.
“If you would honor me your holiness, I believe it would be less taxing on you if I were to hold on to the map.” Verreth tugged the map from the preacher, rolled it and returned it to his pack. “After all, you have enough to worry about with the plan.”
“The plan?” Bahldreck asked in a voice a few octaves higher than was normal. “Ah, of course. I will work diligently and unceasingly on the plan. Plan, plan, planning the plan.”
“If you please, your holiness, it would humble me to explain your wondrous plan, as created by you, and explained to me by the High God to our most cretinous companions. There is no need to waste any more of your precious time repeating it to such low types such as these.” Verreth indicated the others with a wave of his hand.
“Hey,” Gerryt complained, before an elbow from Serraia reminded him of his proper place.
“Yes, of course,” Bahldreck said. “That goes without saying. It would be best for you to tell the others of my great and amazing plan. I fear that oft times, my noble manner of speaking can confuse people of your … ummm … ilk.”
“Very wise your holiness,” Verreth said. “I will remove our unworthy souls from your presence and give you leave.”
“Yes, that would be for the best.”
“Until tomorrow then, when we journey to the Barrow and assail the vilest of the lords of undeath.”
“Until then … wait what?”
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Verreth and his crew left the idiot Bahldreck standing in the middle of the road, mouth agape like a slack-jawed yokel. They kept up the game of humble supplicants until they rounded a corner.
“You can’t be serious,” Serraia said. “This guy will help us defeat the Barrow King?”
“Yup,” Verreth said with a grin and eased his head around the corner to make sure he didn’t lose sight of Bahldreck.
“What, do you plan on throwing him at the Barrow King?” Gerryt asked.
“Not sure that work. Preacher am be dumb, so head probably very hard like Brahk’s, but me not sure that would be enough to kill dead lord.”
“You mentioned that tin amulet earlier,” Serraia said, eyeing Verreth. “You know something about it, don’t you?”
“I do,” Verreth said with a smug look.
“Want to share with the rest of us?” Gerryt asked.
“Nope.” 
“That no um seem fair,” Brahk muttered.
“It isn’t, which is why I’m the boss and you’re the underlings.”
Gerryt walked up to him and with a flick of his wrist had a dagger pointed at Verreth’s jugular. “Why don’t we kill you, take that fancy map in your bag and go it without you?”
“For several reasons. One, you have no idea what the amulet does. I do. Two, the map is a fake, a pretty prop I had made up to impress that idiot. Three, the real location of the Barrow is in here.” Verreth tapped his head. “And last I checked none of you lot is a thought mage.”
Serraia eased Gerryt’s knife away from Verreth’s throat. “How do you even know the Barrow exists?”
“Yeah. How? I’ve never heard of it, and I know these parts better than most.”
“Because it only recently moved into the neighborhood.”
“What?” Gerryt asked.
“Yeah, what?” Brahk agreed. “Dungeons no move. Ain’t got no legs.”
“Trust me it moved, and I know where.”
“Again, how?” Serraia asked, impatient.
“Let’s just say I overheard a drunk gnome with an irritating imp bragging about it. They were heading there the next morning. So when he passed out, I pilfered his map, memorized it and gave it back.”
“Why’d you do that? He could end up getting the treasure.” Gerryt whined.
“That’s not how dungeons work. They generate monsters and treasure to lure adventurers in. They’re like those plants that create sticky sap to lure flies.” Verreth paused until his companions had all nodded in understanding. “Some adventurers get killed and the dungeon feeds upon them, using the energy to sustain itself and spawn new monsters. Then, the process begins anew.
“So even if the gnome and his buddies survived, the Barrow will have regenerated by now,” Serraia said.
“Yes,” Verreth said with a smile. “But they are likely all dead. They were way underpowered to handle the Barrow.”
“And we’re not?” Gerryt asked.
“We are, but Bahldreck or more accurately Bahldreck and that amulet are more than a match for the Barrow.”
“You sure about this?” Serraia asked.
“I am,” Verreth said.
A tense silence fell across the group until Gerryt spoke up. “Okay, I’ll play along, for now.”
Verreth looked at the others, who both nodded. “Good, for now, we need to keep an eye on him. He’ll try to flee once his pea-sized brain realizes what he’s gotten himself into. So Gerryt, you track him, find out what inn he’s staying at and send word to us.”
“Why me?” Gerryt asked.
“Because you‘re the best tracker we have and as payment for your grievous and unprovoked assault on my personage. Be happy I’m the forgiving type.”
“What do we do when Gerryt finds the inn his holiness is holed up in?” Serraia asked.
“We find a nice woman to liquor him up and keep him company until we leave tomorrow.”
Brahk looked at Serraia, who flushed in anger.
“No not her you idiot,” Verreth said. “He already knows her, and she’s not that nice.”
“Up yours Verreth,” Serraia said.
“Ha, ha, Verreth is right, you a bitch Serraia,” Brahk said, laughing like a dying cow.
“I will shank you, orc.”
“And prove you bitch? Ha.” Brahk chortled happily to himself.
“I’ll catch up with you guys later,” Verreth said, pulling up his hood. “Do not lose him.”
“Where are you going?” Gerryt asked.
“There’s one more part of this plan I need to arrange.” Verreth rounded a corner and vanished into the crowd.
Gerryt sighed and peaked around the corner to see Bahldreck climbing up on his cart. “This had better be worth it,” he said and melted into the shadows.
•••••
Bahldreck slept on a raft floating on the slowly rolling sea of his mind. It was a peaceful, if dull sea, barely lit and wrapped in a thick fog. Bahldreck felt happy. He was never happy, and he wasn’t sure why he was happy now. A voice bubbled through the surface of the sea, a voice from the part of his brain whose job it was to ensure that the happiness did not continue. Get up you worthless slug. The voice sounded different to Bahldreck, its tone was harsher and more hostile than his normal self-loathing internal critic. In his mind, Bahldreck waved the irritating voice away.
“Just a few more minutes Mommy,” Bahldreck mumbled and rolled onto his side, the raft shifting under his weight. Distant rumbles of thunder rolled over him, but his dulled danger sense failed to sense the coming storm. Then the raft overturned and his eyes flashed open in time to see the filthy dirt floor his face was about to make friends with.
His face hit the floor hard and one of his teeth bit through his lip. The raft, that was no raft at all but a filthy mattress, landed on top of him cascading him in a cloud of dirt and dust. The copper taste of blood mixed with the sting of dust in his eyes combined to drag his mind to alertness.
“By Ganneth,” the preacher barked in alarm, and pain surged through his head. Other sensations followed. A foul, mucky paste soured his parched mouth, bitter nausea roiled his stomach and the wet patch on the crotch of his robes started to furiously itch.
“What?” was all he said before a pair of none too gentle hands lifted him up and sat him on a rickety chair near the overturned bed. He forced his eyes to focus and saw a large half-orc staring down on him. The massive green tinged man was scowling at Bahldreck, but whether it was from the preacher’s current state or the orc’s natural disposition Bahldreck couldn’t say.
“I don’t have any money,” Bahldreck said in a panic.
“What, just cuz me am half-orc mean me thief?” the half-orc, who Bahldreck now remembered was named Brahk, said in an offended tone.
Bahldreck just stared, his bladder threatening to further foul his robes. “Ummmm ….”
“Ha, Brahk kidding. You broke. Brahk already search you when passed out.” The half-orc slapped Bahldreck on the back and then grimaced. He brought his hand to his nose and sniffed. “Eww, you be gross.”
“Ummmm … What is happening?”
“Verreth says time to go, so we go. Time to go Barrow kill undead.”
“The Barrow?” Bahldreck said and then a slew of memories from the previous evening came rushing back in a disjointed mishmash. He remembered meeting up with Verreth and his admiring pals and celebrating his continuing battle against the undead with a very nice lady the previous evening. Downing many, many pints of ale, and then several rounds of a potent liquor called Jayger Meister concocted long ago by a legendary player. But amidst all of this one memory was the most potent. “The Barrow?” Bahldreck sputtered again and a tremble from deep in his bowels threatened to add further stains to his robes. “Yeah, I don’t think today is the best day.”
“No care. Get up,” Brahk said.
Sometime later, after acquiring clean robes and adding the previous night’s exorbitant tab to his father’s line of credit, Bahldreck emerged into the warm early morning sun and joined a crusade against the dead.
*****
Several hours passed as they followed Verreth through the foothills and up into the mountains. They encountered little resistance, and at noon they stopped for lunch in a small glade near the entrance to a well-hidden mountain pass that Verreth assured them led to the Barrow.
Gerryt had snared several rabbits and Bahldreck’s stomach growled as the Aegyptian passed the steaming spits around. His hangover had made eating that morning impossible, and he was halfway through the first rabbit when the stealthy hunter spoke up. “Save some for the rest of us you greedy bastard.”
 Bahldreck looked up at the man in bewilderment. Surely, he did not expect a man of his breeding and class to subsist on a single rabbit. It was a well-known fact that the common folk required less food to sustain their thin frames and ill health. Conversely, it took quite a bit of food to sustain Bahldreck’s own round physique. It was high time that someone educate these common folk the way of the world, Bahldreck thought. It was clear from the foreigner’s grim stare he needed that lesson sooner than others.
“Leave him be Gerryt,” Verreth said. “His holiness will need his strength.”
“Thank you Verreth,” Bahldreck said, sucking the last bits of greasy meat from the rabbit’s leg bone before tossing it over his head. “Perchance, is there any more rabbit?”
Serraia gripped Gerryt’s arm preventing the hunter from leaping over the fire. “Now, now Gerryt, listen to Verreth, his holiness needs his strength if he is to stand at the head of our party and hold the undead at bay.”
“Front? Undead? At Bay?” Bahldreck sputtered and his full stomach was suddenly a lot less satisfying.
“You do know that’s why you’re here, right?” Serraia said in the same tone Bahldreck’s father used when explaining obvious concepts to his serfs, employees and, now that Bahldreck thought about it, to him as well. “You’re a consecrated priest of the High God Aluran. Who is better equipped to use the holy fire within them to push back the plague of undead on Korynn than you?”
Unease flowed through Bahldreck, and it took several moments for him to understand its source. “Yeah, about that. I’m not sure I’m actually, formally, according to the official priests of the High God Aluran, technically a priest.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Gerryt sputtered. “You’re not consecrated?”
“Oh, no I am,” Bahldreck said, the nervous twinge in his voice causing it to rise several octaves. “I was initiated into the Holy Order of the Turnip by my father’s cook. Or was it the gardener?”
“Turnip?” Serraia asked, her voice nearly as alarmed as Gerryt’s.
“Brahk no like turnips.”
“Yeah, not really the thing to get hung up on big guy,” Serraia said. She turned to Verreth. “Did you know about this?”
“No, but it doesn’t matter.”
“What do you mean it doesn’t matter?” Gerryt spat.
“I have faith in a power greater than all of us, and it is very, very close to our friend here,” Verreth said, idly stroking at his neck as if he were wearing a necklace or an amulet. “Very close.”
“Okay, I’m gonna need more than that,” Serraia said.
Verreth smiled and looked up. The sun dipped behind the mountains and ominous shadows crept over the glade. “I think you’ll be getting your “more” any minute now.”
 Serraia and Gerryt looked around suspicious. Brahk retrieved the discarded rabbit bones and chomped them, each echoing crunch causing Bahldreck to twitch or jump.
 Bahldreck stared nervously at his hands. Hands that had never seen an actual day’s work in their life. I’m not cut out for this, he thought and had it been said aloud, anyone who’d ever set eyes on him would have heartily agreed with the sentiment.
He strained his mind to find a way out of his predicament. He’d never been on an actual adventure. In fact, he’d never been anywhere except the family estate and Erram and the road between the two. He told the others as much, and upon getting no response, he looked up to discover he was alone in the glade, and a half dozen rotting corpses were shambling towards him. 
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A squeal tore through the air, echoing back and forth along the thin mountain pass where it heightened in volume and intensity. Had there been any knights-errant wandering the wilderness, they would have been compelled to seek the source of the scream, expecting to find a damsel in distress in need of saving. Alas, it would greatly disappoint them to discover that said maiden was in truth a portly middle-aged twit.
Unfortunately for the not quite consecrated priest of the High God, there were no knights about, just the group of pilgrims he’d entered the glade with, and they were hiding behind a nearby outcropping.
“Are those zombies?” Gerryt asked.
“Actors,” Verreth replied casually and took a sip from a wineskin before passing it to the hunter.
“Ha!” Serraia exclaimed before clapping a hand over her mouth. “That was the other part of the plan you were setting up?”
“Yup,” Verreth said with a grin as Bahldreck tried to stand, tripped over his robes and nearly fell into the fire.
“Nnngghh. Rarrghh. Groowwwll!” the various zombies said, arms held stiffly before them as they ambled closer to the panicked preacher.
“No very good actors,” Brahk said before upending the wineskin and squeezing a jet of wine into his open mouth.
“True enough, but they work cheap,” Verreth said.
“Okay, I get it, this is hilarious. But how in the Abyss does it help us fight the Barrow King?” Serraia asked.
“Watch, and learn,” Verreth said with a grin, grabbing the wineskin from Brahk and taking a deep drink.
The actor zombies believed they had been hired by Bahldreck’s father to teach the boy a lesson in bravery, honor, and manliness. If they succeeded, they were promised further contracts. Seeing Bahldreck scream and flounder in the dirt, not one thespian in the group expected to earn those contracts.
They’d been told to scare the lad as much as possible without getting close enough for him to see through their shabby costumes. That order was proving difficult to achieve, as none of them had ever seen someone so ineffective at fleeing, or even standing upright for more than a few seconds.  Perhaps that was why they failed to notice the tin amulet at Bahldreck’s neck had started glowing, dimly at first, and then slowly brighter.
“By the nine winds, what is that?” Serraia asked.
“That is salvation,” Verreth said.
The actor zombies saw the strange glow and a creeping fear crawled up their spines. They abandoned the zombie part of the act and gave each other nervous glances.
Bahldreck had regained his feet and was now shaking like a man wracked in the throes of an epileptic seizure. His eyes rolled back into his head and he turned towards the sky to scream. This time the scream was deep, manly and very, very angry.
“Gerrold,” one zombie said. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”
“As do I Percy, but we are professional actors and we do not abandon a performance because of fear.”
“Since when?” Percy asked.
“I worked hard on this script. Let us at least finish the scene.”
“Wait, you wrote a script for this?” Percy asked, but no answer came as all eyes in the glade flashed to the preacher.
Bahldreck fell forward and his entire body shook and morphed. Shining golden light exploded from his mouth and eyes and beneath his robes as he grew and expanded.
“I suggest a compromise, Gerrold. How about we finish the scene way over there?” Percy exclaimed. “It has been some time since we have practiced fleeing with dignity.”
“Huzzah, that is an excellent suggestion,” the man named Gerrold agreed. He brought his hands to his mouth and in a clear, sing-song voice, yelled, “Run away, run away.”
The zombies tried to flee, but it was too late.
The figure that had been Bahldreck stood and had those present not witnessed his transformation with their own eyes, they would never have believed there was any commonality to the two men. Where Bahldreck had been paunchy, pale and fragile, the mountain of a man now standing amidst the shredded remnants of priestly robes was a paragon of masculine virtues.
He wore a battle-scarred suit of plate mail that shimmered with an internal moon blue glow. He stood 6’9” and weighed at least 400 lbs. With a snick of steel on steel, he drew a massive great sword. In any other’s hands, the blade would have been a two-handed weapon, but the man swung it in a lazy one-handed arc, bisecting the closest zombie at the waist.
“Dead must die!” the man screamed in a voice that would have scared off a dragon, had there been any dragons left to frighten. He thrust the sword forward into the guts of another zombie  
“What in the Abyss?” Serraia asked, panic creeping into her voice.
“That, my friends, is our weapon against the Barrow King,” Verreth said with a grin. “Meet Sir Herman Heinrich Humperdinck, or what remains of him.”
Sir Humperdinck grabbed another of the zombies by the head and squeezed. The sputtering howl that came from the actor’s mouth was horrific but ended abruptly when his skull popped amidst the sound of grinding bone and explosion of blood and brain matter.
“That glow, he’s … dead.” Gerryt said.
“Yes and has been for centuries,” Verreth said. “But, I wouldn’t mention that to him.”
“Why not?” Gerryt almost squealed.
“Because he doesn’t know he’s dead. Don‘t think he‘d react too well to the news.”
To punctuate that warning Sir Humperdinck tossed the now headless corpse at several of the other zombies with such force it just didn’t knock them from their feet, it knocked their feet off of them.
“Brahk never want talk to big shiny man.”
“Probably for the best,” Verreth agreed. “In life, he was the most fearsome slayer of the living dead ever seen in this realm or any other. He nearly wiped out every undead creature on Korynn, but the Arch Lich Negvaar cursed him and he became a spectre bonded to his own amulet.”
“That crappy bit of tin has contained that monster all this time?” Gerryt asked.
“Yes. It was a symbol of his order. They were a humble folk uninterested in wealth or fame. They donated every bit of gold, silver, and copper to charity. All they had left was tin.”
“They be a bunch of dumbasses,” Brahk said, before ducking behind the outcropping as Sir Humperdinck tore another zombie in half with his bare hands.
“His zealotry is our gain,” Verreth said with a smile.
“Wait, why did he come out now? Those poor schmucks aren’t undead, just horrible actors,” Serraia said.
The rogues hiding behind the bluff searched for signs of guilt on Verreth’s face. He simply stared back at them. “Would you feel better if I pretended to be upset about it?” He paused, but nobody spoke. “As expected.“ He took a deep breath and looked at Brahk. “Remember the remains of the skeleton I had you collect?”
“One haunting crypt in Erram?” the barbarian orc asked. “Yup, Brahk remember.” 
“Well like all undead those bones give off a low-grade field of death magic. Our mountainous pal there can sense that energy, and when he does he pops out of the amulet and goes on a killing spree.”
Blood-curdling screams of terror rose in the glade and then suddenly ended as Sir Humperdinck swung a zombie actor by his ankle into his last compatriot again and again. Both bodies pulped under the force and soon the spectral knight stood alone in the glade.
“You gave each one of them one of those bones, didn’t you?” Serraia said in shock.
“Sure did, told them it was part of the costume. Help make it more authentic and such. Once enough of them got close enough to ol’ Bahldreck, it was only a matter of time before he turned into Sir Humperdinck.”
“You killed them,” Serraia said.
“No, I didn’t. He did.” Verreth pointed at Sir Humperdinck.
“And here I thought I was an amoral prick,” Gerryt said.
“I said I felt bad about it.”
“No you didn’t,” Serraia said.
“No?” Verreth watched as each one of his companions shook his head no. “Huh, thought I did.” With a shrug, Verreth stood, raised his hands above his head and walked towards Sir Herman Heinrich Humperdinck. After a pause Gerryt followed, keeping Verreth between him and the giant knight.
“I will be damned to the Abyss,” Serraia muttered to herself and stood as well. She looked back at Brahk who was still cowering behind the outcropping of rock. “Brahk, come on,” she said. He shook his head no, and she waved her hand vigorously. After a moment, the half-orc reluctantly got to his feet and followed.
*****
Sir Humperdinck’s shoulders moved up and down as he calmed from his blood rage. He looked down at the remains of the zombie in his hand, a part of his mind wondering why so much fresh blood dripped from the leg of the corpse. Before he could dwell too deeply on the matter a voice called out to him.
“Hello, my brave and worthy knight, I beseech thee to let we humble pilgrims aid you in thine quest.”
Sir Humperdinck turned to see a gentleman smiling up at him. Behind him walked a thin man dressed in the dark green of a hunter, a charming looking sea elf maiden and a brutish half-orc whose wide eyes showed admiration, or mayhap it was fear.
“Well met pilgrims,” Sir Humperdinck said as he wiped the blade of his sword on one of the zombie’s cloaks. “I am Sir Herman Heinrich Humperdinck, Seneschal of the Order of the Blazing Fist, hunter of the undead and slayer of necromancers. Perchance could you tell me where I am? In my holy rage, I seem to have forgotten.”
“My name is Verreth, and these are my compatriots. We are near the hamlet of Erram, fine Sir, close to the dread Barrow, the lair of the evil lich known as the Barrow King.”
“A lich you say?” Sir Humperdinck spat eyes wide in anger. “They are the foulest of the lords of undeath. Where is this Barrow?”
“Well, Sir Knight, as chance would have it we were en route to that oubliette of horrors. Like you, we are slayers of the undead. We would be glad to guide you if you would deign to spend time in our ignoble company.”
Sir Humperdinck eyed the pilgrims, whose garb suggested neither holiness nor humbleness, but he had spent a lot of time in strange and foreign lands and learned that appearances could be deceiving. He stepped forward and shook the man Verreth’s hand.
A tickle of doubt built in the back of his mind as his boot sunk into a patch of blood-sodden grass. He looked down at the closest zombie corpse, noting the eyes staring back up at him held the last vestiges of fear. They seemed so fresh and lifelike, apart from the being dead part.
 Have the death priests created a new type of zombie? He wondered to himself and began to kneel.
The man named Verreth grabbed him by the forearm, turning Sir Humperdinck’s eyes down to him. “Do not worry yourself over the foul remains. My people will tend to them.”
“They know the proper cleansing rituals to perform so they will not rise again?”
“Yes, of course,” Verreth said and motioned to the half-orc. “Brahk here is an expert on … cleansing. He knows to pour the blessed water he stores in his wineskin upon the corpses.”
The half-orc looked from Verreth to Sir Humperdinck to his wineskin and back at Verreth before his eyes widened in understanding and he poured the blessed water onto the corpses. It was redder than Sir Humperdinck remembered, but then Verreth spoke again drawing the knight’s attention from the curiosity.
“Serraia will burn the corpses if you would like to discuss our plans for assaulting the Barrow.”
“Burning the undead is no job for such a fine and comely maiden,” Sir Humperdinck said affronted.
“You are right of course. I will have Gerryt tend to the task.”
“Yes, that sounds much more proper,” Sir Humperdinck said, not seeing the scowl Gerryt gave to Verreth over his shoulder.
“And perhaps you would enjoy Serraia’s company. A small chat or a neck massage.”
The huge knight flushed as the sea elf walked up to him and took him by the arm. He was so charmed by her he missed the angry glare she cast at Verreth.
“While that would be lovely, our time would be better spent journeying to this Barrow. Lichs are ancient and highly intelligent. They are masters of foul magics and though they are despicably evil their long, unnatural lives have gifted them with a perverted wisdom. This master of the Barrow will be cunning. We will need to be more cunning still if we hope to slay it.”
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Deep in the Barrow, the master sat on his throne. His flowing robes of black smoke seemed almost alive in their movements. A spectral hand moved up and formed a fist. The skull that was the only physical component of this new Barrow King plopped onto the fist with an exaggerated annoyance only a teenager could muster. The silver light flickering in the empty eye sockets grew more agitated.
“I am soooooo bored,” Simon whined and tossed part of a leg bone at the nearest dread knight, the one he’d ordered to stand on one leg and hop up and down. His aim was true but the desiccated corpse didn’t even notice as the bone bounced off its face.
He held out his free hand and the reanimated corpse of the man named Dirge handed him another bone. “We could engage in some witty repartee, master.”
Simon tossed the bone at another dread knight. This one was rubbing its stomach in a circular motion with its right hand while patting the top of its head in time with its left. Again Simon’s aim was true, and the bone smacked the undead warrior in the eye, causing it to dangle from its socket. Like his brethren, the dimwitted undead didn’t seem to notice.
“No, last time we did that you used a bunch of words I didn’t know and it made me feel bad. I want to feel good and do something fun. Maybe I should bury you up to your neck again in the Wyrmynn’s latrine.”
“I’d rather you not, all things considered,” Dirge responded in his silky, almost seductive, voice.
“You’re boring too,” Simon said and tossed another bone at a third dread knight. This one‘s arms were splayed wide and had been spinning in circles for the better part of an hour without getting dizzy. The bone’s jagged end pierced the corpse’s side and stuck. Despite the small victory, Simon refused the next proffered bone.
“Are you still upset the Dark Dryad canceled your date?”
“No,” Simon whined. “And she didn’t cancel it, she was sick. Some kinda fungal infection. Probably got it from one of those walking blobs of spores she uses as minions.”
“Yes, that is a convincing possibility,” Dirge said.
Simon’s sockets snapped over to Dirge. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Oh, nothing, just some idle chatter,” Dirge said, his voice rising in pitch.
 Simon stared at the man. Sometimes he regretted reanimating the Aegyptian assassin. The dude was as unbearable in undeath as he had been in life. I could just kill him again and reanimate someone else.
Sadly he didn’t have many better options. The Barrow wasn’t seeing a great influx of new corpses. Truth be told, he hadn’t thought he’d be able to bring Dirge back since the dude’s soul had been consumed by a nasty poison. Still living Dirge had tried to use it on Gryph’s pal Ovyrm, before the xydai had turned the assassin’s own weapon against him.
Dirge had suggested his current charming personality was a biological echo left in his brain after his soul perished. The theory was bolstered by his dispassion concerning the loss of said soul.
 Maybe you need to have a soul to miss having a soul? Simon thought before the paradox made his head hurt. And how can my head hurt? It’s just a damn skull.
 “You think she’s cheating on me?” Simon asked in a voice tinged with notes of anger and desperation.
“No, no, no, of course not,” Dirge said, casually waving his hand to dismiss the idea. “Who could she be seeing? It isn’t like this place is rife with eligible bachelors.”
“True,” Simon said, unconvinced. He was silent for a moment. “Maybe it’s the black ooze.”
“Maybe what’s the black ooze?”
“Ya know, her other fella.”
“What? No. First off, the black ooze ain’t a fella. It’s an acidic entity made from the cast-off remnants of consumed souls. Second … no.”
“Yeah,” Simon said frumpily. “That Wyrmynn leader Scarface then?”
“She’s not seeing anyone else.”
“How can you be sure?” Simon asked, his voice cracking and betraying him again.
“Because there is no one else to see,” Dirge answered in exaggerated exasperation. “If you’re so concerned about it why don’t you have the Barrow keep an eye on her?”
“I would never spy on her,” Simon said affronted.
“Oh, I see, the Barrow still slumbers.”
“Yes,” he said testily, then realized what he’d just admitted to. The Barrow was in fact slumbering. The whole dungeon was some kinda living energy entity. To survive it bonded with a sentient being in a mutually beneficial symbiotic relationship. But, the Barrow’s last host had been a real dick knocker named Ouzeriuo. Instead of sharing resources, Ouzeriuo had cut the Barrow out, becoming more parasite that host. This had left the Barrow weak and withdrawn. Simon had promised to change all that when he agreed to bond with the Barrow, but without a steady influx of adventurers, the Barrow had precious little life energy to feed upon. The bodies left behind by Gryph had saved the Barrow from going dormant, but it needed more and was unwilling to ‘waste it spying on an entity that poses no threat.’
“You could talk to her. Girls like that kinda thing,” Dirge said.
“And say what? Back when I was alive I talked to a girl once, and that ended with my britches pulled down and my underclothes pulled over my head courtesy of her older brother. I learned my lesson that day. Girls don’t like talking.”
“Not sure that‘s what you should have taken from that.”
But Simon was already not listening. “What she needs is a grand romantic gesture from me.”
“Not a bad idea. Women like grand romantic gestures. What do you have in mind?”
“Hmmm, I could kill her other boyfriend in some kinda duel. Ya know like guns blazing at high noon. But I’d need a white hat.”
“First, there is no other boyfriend. Second, what the hell are you talking about?”
“It’s from a movie I think.”
“What’s a movie?” Dirge asked.
Simon cocked his skull to the side. He wasn‘t sure what a movie was but felt he should. From time to time he got flashes of memories that were not his own. Movies, proms, letterman jackets, cold mountains in Korea. He remembered things he’d never seen and places he’d never been.
The Barrow had suggested that they were bits of Gryph’s memories, or maybe Wick’s. After all, Simon had shared time with both men inside Ouzeriuo’s weird soul realm. Who knew what kinda cross contamination their minds had experienced. While that made sense, Simon didn’t like it and didn’t like Dirge questioning him.
“You can shut up now.”
“That isn’t very friendly,” Dirge said, but a blank stare from Simon’s skull shut him up.
Simon sighed, an ability he still didn’t understand considering he had no actual body. “I’m bored. This place is boring.”
“You said that already.”
“Shut up you.” The words were barely out of Simon’s mouth when an odd tickle at the back of his mind told him the Barrow had awoken.

We have company.
Simon leaned forward in his throne. “Really? Who is it?”
 Five adventurers. Four are slightly above average in powers and capabilities. Nothing too threatening. The fifth, however, is teeming with a range of magical energies. He is very dangerous.
“Generate a dread knight in the first chamber. I want to talk to these newcomers.”
 I cannot. After repurchasing the ability to create new dread knights, I am low on energy reserves. I cannot generate a new dread knight at this time.
Simon stroked his chin, annoyed that the Barrow sounded like a legal disclaimer, whatever that was, then stood and walked to Dirge. The reanimated assassin had only a moment to panic before Simon’s hands snapped out, grabbed his neck and wrenched his head from his body. The headless corpse slumped to the ground, and the head stared Simon in the face.
“Well that was unfriendly,” Dirge said and a moment later the light behind his dead eyes dimmed and his tongue lolled out of his mouth.
Simon dropped the head on top of the corpse. “That should be enough.”
 Indeed, the Barrow thought. The head and body decomposed into a viscous jelly and soaked into the hard-packed dirt of the floor. The Barrow fed on the life energy Simon had used to reanimate Dirge. I am ready.
Simon closed his eyes, which for him meant dimming the lights illuminating his eye sockets. The shrouded robes dissipated and the skull that Simon now called home clattered to the seat of the throne.
The dread knights continued their belly rubbing, hopping and spinning, paying no heed to their master’s departure. 
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Verreth crested the hill and pointed down into a shadowy crevasse sunk deep into the base of the mountain pass. “There. The entrance to the Barrow.”
The others squinted into the unnatural shade of the fissure that resembled a wound that had exploded from inside the earth. Poking from the heart of the gash was the tip of a ragged black tower. The entrance was the stuff of nightmares, a doorway built into the center of a gaping, skeletal maw.
“Well, that’s over the top,” Serraia said.
“The fell undead use fear as a weapon,” Sir Humperdinck said. “Do not let this petty warning scare you.”
On cue a rancid wind picked up, moaning upwards from the depths of the fissure and flowing over the adventurers.
“It seem good warning to Brahk. Maybe we should go home.” The half-orc had already turned around when the massive hand of Sir Humperdinck stayed his departure.
“Fear not friend, no paltry undead can pierce my armor or stay my blade.” To prove the mightiness of both, Sir Humperdinck drew his sword and smashed the flat of the blade against his breastplate.
“Yeah, but you’re the only one with those two things,” Gerryt said.
Sir Humperdinck paid the hunter no heed and raised his sword above his head and roared before rushing towards the fanged mouth of the entranceway.
“Just stay behind him and let him do the heavy lifting and the riches of the Barrow will be ours,” Verreth said, clapping Brahk on the back and following the giant knight. The others glanced at each other before joining.
Sir Humperdinck ducked under the stalactites hanging like fangs and passed through the threshold. He failed to notice the precipitous drop in temperature, nor the slight change in air pressure. Ahead of him was an obsidian door carved with frescoes of skeletal beings dragging the living to the feet of a throne made of bone. A shadowed figure sat upon the throne, one desiccated hand reaching out to claim its victims.
There was no door handle or other obvious methods of opening the door, so Sir Humperdinck resorted to the age-old method of banging on the door with his mailed fist. The others passed through the field and stood behind them.
“Anyone else cold?” Serraia asked as an unholy chill sunk into her bones.
“Yup, I’m out of here,” Gerryt responded, spun around and walked back up the incline. He got a few feet before smashing into an unseen barrier. “What in blazes?” he asked a hand snapping to his nose. It came away bloody.
A moment later Brahk was there pounding ineffectually on the invisible field. Behind them, the creak of ancient rusted hinges rose and the obsidian door opened.
Without a moment’s hesitation, Sir Humperdinck rushed though, his pristine white cloak whipping in the noxious wind that rose from inside the Barrow.
Serraia looked at the door, eyes wide, before turning around and joining the others in bashing the magical shield.
“It won’t work,” Verreth said. “We are inside the Barrow. We go forward or we die.”
“You knew this would happen, you damn cockalorum,” Serraia spat and slapped him.
“Yes, I did,” Verreth said rubbing his reddening cheek. “As would you, if you’d ever read anything about sentient dungeons. Now quit your bitching and let’s get on with it.” He turned and entered the Barrow. A few moments later the others followed.
As soon as the last adventurer was though, the obsidian door slammed shut with a clang of dramatic finality.
*****
Every step Sir Humperdinck took into the Barrow brought him deeper into the vile morass of undeath. He could feel the infernal energies in the stale air, in the rock beneath his feet, in every mote of dust floating around him.
“This place is pure evil,” the knight said to his companions.
“Yah think?” the hunter barked, but Sir Humperdinck knew the man was not directing his ire at him. It was born of fear.
“Do not let the fear take hold of you. Therein lies the road to despair and death,” Sir Humperdinck said. He held his sword in front of him and the golden glow of holy empyrean magic pulsed forth, pushing both the shadows and the chill back. “Bask in the holy light of my faith and you will find strength.”
The hunter muttered a comment disparaging Sir Humperdinck’s mother, and her imagined dalliances with goblins, but the knight paid him no heed. He knew sarcasm and humor were signs of a weak will and a lack of faith. Sir Humperdinck’s will and faith were as strong as adamantine, and he had never been humorous in all his entire life.
They descended a staircase hewn from the bare rock and emerged into a wide chamber. At the far end was another passage that led further down into the Barrow.
“This seems too easy,” Serraia said, a crackling sphere of pale blue formed over her hand and she tossed it across the room. It hovered near the far passageway, giving those without night vision a clearer view of the room.
A low scraping rose, echoing from the passage. It sounded like bones scraping across a piece of slate followed by the sound of sharp metal dragging across the stone. Sir Humperdinck raised his sword, while the others behind him nocked a bow, hefted a mace, drew a thin rapier and summoned blue mystic energy. A moment later a shriveled corpse that had once been a man shuffled into the room.
“Dread knight.” Sir Humperdinck said. “It is powerful but brainless and mute.”
Tension hung heavy as the creature’s dead eyes passed over the group. It raised the rusty sword it had been dragging onto one shoulder, cocked its head and spoke.
“Sup, dudes?” the dread knight said in a voice that was a lot less dry and dead and a lot more cracking and pubescent.  “And milady?”
“Uh, what?” Gerryt said.
“Pay the abomination no heed, able hunter. It is a cretinous worm-riddled thing,” Sir Humperdinck said.
“I am not worm-riddled,” the dread knight said, looking at itself. “This body hasn’t been animated long enough to attract any.”
“So you admit it, you are a defiled corpse raised for ill purposes too horrible to conceive,” Sir Humperdinck said, jabbing his huge sword at the dread knight with all the effort of a man talking with his fork.
“More of a floating skull in a halo of dark smoke,” the dread knight said, and then looked at its own body. “Oh, you mean this. Well kinda, I used Dirge’s life energy to make it, so not sure if that falls into your ‘defiled corpse’ category or not.” This last bit the dread knight said while holding the first two fingers on each hand up and pulling them down. The gesture was foreign to the adventurers, but its meaning was clear.
“So you admit it. You murdered this Dirge, used his blessed life essence to animate this abomination and thereby damned your soul to the Abyss?” Sir Humperdinck roared.
“I didn’t kill him. Ovyrm did, but to be honest, the prick deserved it. And there was nothing blessed about his life, so I doubt there was much blessed about his essence either.”
“Corrupter, defiler, heretic,” Sir Humperdinck roared and rushed the dread knight. The foul creature had no time to raise its rusted weapon before the glowing two-handed blade sliced clean through its neck. Its head fell to the floor, and the body collapsed in a heap to the sound of dry kindling.
The head rolled around for a few seconds until Sir Humperdinck stepped upon it to arrest its motion.
“What is wrong with you guys? I just wanted to talk.”
Sir Humperdinck stepped down hard, crushing the undead beastie’s skull into a rotten smear of jelly.
“You sure that was a good idea?” Verreth asked as Sir Humperdinck looked at the muck on his boot with distaste.
The man spun. “It was undead, and I killed it. Is that not why we are here?” The threat of violence should anyone disagree with the monstrous knight was obvious.
“I just meant,” Verreth said, hands spread wide in deference. “That knowledge is power, so maybe we should have listened to what it was going to say?”
“Is it me, or did he sound like a whiny teenager?” Serraia asked.
“She means it sounded like her last boyfriend,” Gerryt said, elbowing Brahk. The half-orc chortled in amusement.
“I’m serious, but I agree with Verreth. We could have learned something from him.”
“It!” Sir Humperdinck roared. “He was an it, and I want to hear nothing more about knowledge. All we need is faith. Facts and knowledge just confuse the mind and lead the soul into temptation.”
“Okay then,” Serraia said. “You’re the boss.”
“Yes I am,” Sir Humperdinck said with a nod. “Let us be on our way. There are more dead to kill.” With that the brawny knight strode down the passageway leaving his compatriots to rush after him.
Behind them the body of the dread knight dissolved and leached into the stone of the Barrow floor like water being absorbed by a parched desert.




7

Deep in the Barrow, the skull that was once the Barrow King shook. A moment later black smoke coalesced about it, raising the skull from the stone seat, forming a robe of wispy darkness. Silvery light sparked from the empty eye sockets and the newly reformed spectre shivered.
“What the hell was that? Asshole! I just wanted to chat.” Simon paused waiting for a response. When none came, he looked around searching for Dirge. Then he remembered. “Oh yeah, I killed that dude.” Simon sent his thoughts inwards.
That was a Knight of the Blazing Fist, the Barrow said. A famed order of undead slayers. Though they were all killed long ago.
“How do you know that?”
Because we killed them.
“Who is we?”
Ouzeriuo and I.
“I thought you two hated each other.”
Hate is a mortal emotion. As is love. I did not hate Ouzeriuo any more than I love you. On occasion, we worked together. It is a shame he would not accept a binding with me. He was very powerful.
“You are really shitty at making a dude feel better.” The Barrow said nothing. “Oh, so now you’re doing the silent treatment?” The silence hung heavier. “So what do we do?” Simon asked, desperate and annoyed.
A Knight of the Blazing Fist is an extremely dangerous enemy to entities such as you and I. They are filled with empyrean light and life magic, powers antithetical to the energies that sustain us. It took the combined might of Ouzeriuo and myself to crush them the last time, and I was much less hungry then.
“So, we're screwed is what you’re telling me,” Simon said, his voice rising as panic threatened to consume him. “I don’t wanna die. I just stopped being sorta dead.”
 Panic is the province of the weak of mind. We have time and they will need to run the gauntlet through the entire Barrow to reach us.
“Good thinking. They’ll never get through the wyrmynn, the black ooze and the garden of the dark dryad without losing some of their people.”
And those that fall will strengthen us.
 Simon nodded his head and then thought about the dark dryad. “Wait, what about my girlfriend?”
So, she’s your girlfriend now? The Barrow said, with a hint of snark. Good to know.
Simon scowled again, regretting the lessons in bro on bro insults he’d given the Barrow. “Whatever dude, the point is we can’t leave her to get killed by Sir Holy Roller Whackjob.”
      Technically she is already dead.
      “Dude, you know what I mean. You gonna help or not?”
      I will help, otherwise I will be alone again and that would be, inconvenient.
      “Feeling the love guy. Thanks for that”
      You are welcome.
“That was sarcasm dude. If we survive, I’m adding it to the syllabus. Okay then, the first step is riling up the wyrmynn. That cold-blooded bastard Scarface has been a thorn in my side since the day I became the landlord of this place.” Simon looked over at the three dread knights who were still engaged in their rubbing, hopping and spinning.
“Yo, Hoppy and … Rubby, you two head to the wyrmynn camp. Get ‘em all riled up and lead them towards these invading schmucks and away from my honey bunny’s grove. Spinny, you wait until your boys, and hopefully, a bunch of those reptile dickheads are killed and then draw that knight into the black ooze room. If you can avoid getting melted by the ooze, great, if not, it’s been nice knowing ya.”
All three dread knights turned and hopped, rubbed and spun their way towards the exit. Simon smacked the butt of his spectral hand against his forehead.
“Idiot,” he berated himself. “Stop your extracurricular activities and shamble like normal.”
The undead warriors stopped and walked from the room. Then Simon closed his eyes and watched events unfold through the Barrow’s perceptions.
*****
      Sir Humperdinck led the way again. The obnoxious knight kept saying “I’ve got the lead,” every time they went through a door, passed under an archway or crossed any line that could conceivably be a threshold, even though nobody else wanted to take point. They’d faced very little in the way of opposition since dispatching the dread knight, but a constant low-grade field of angst and menace hung over the Barrow. After a few boring hours of wandering in circles, Gerryt offered to point them in the right direction. The knight reluctantly agreed, but only after extracting a promise from Gerryt that he was not taking, nor wanted to take, the lead.
“For a haven of the undead, this place has a surprising amount of life,” Gerryt said crumbling a bit of dried wyrmynn dung between his fingers and smelling it. “Wyrmynn and I’d say this is less than a week old.” He looked on the ground. “And the fellow who left this rushed after his clutch mates … that way.” He pointed down a tunnel that dipped downward.
Sir Humperdinck strode purposefully and noisily down the passage. The other members of the group eyed each other warily, and then one after another followed the blundering knight.
They soon came upon the wyrmynn, or more accurately the wyrmynn came to them. They were chasing two more of the dread knights, and they were hissing mad. A few arrows protruded from the bodies of the dead warriors, the puncturing weapons not very effective against creatures who no longer needed internal organs.
Brahk laughed nervously and pointed at the first of the undead creatures. An arrow protruded from its crotch, bouncing in a rude phallic manner as the dread knight shambled towards them. Behind it, another dread knight ran, its back a pincushion of a dozen more arrows.
Sir Humperdinck dispatched both beasties with graceful swings of his sword. Then the wyrmynn were on them, lots and lots of wyrmynn. The bipedal lizard men were fierce warriors and by the time the battle was won, a few dozen corpses littered the floor.
One of them belonged to Gerryt.
“Dammit,” Serraia said and closed the hunter’s eyes. She pulled a necklace from his neck and tied it around her wrist. Verreth and Brahk both comforted her.
“There is no time for sentiment. We need to keep moving,” Sir Humperdinck said, impatient.
“Give her a moment,” Verreth said in a commanding voice. “They were lovers.”
“What do you mean? Sir Humperdinck asked.
Verreth cast a sideways glance of confusion at Brahk.
“What mean what mean?” Brahk asked. “They did it.” The knight stared at the half-orc blankly, until Brahk made a loop with the thumb and forefinger on his left hand and inserted the index of his right into the resultant hole. He made squeaking and moaning noises as the speed of his finger fornication increased. Sir Humperdinck’s face turned to crimson, and he looked to his feet, his large boots moving side to side and kicking a pebble in childish embarrassment. “Hee, hee,” he laughed.
“Wait, are you a virgin?” Verreth asked. Sir Humperdinck’s embarrassment turned to rage.
“Of course not. I have bedded many a fair maiden in my time.”
“Brahk say you lying. Brahk think you never see naked girl ever.”
“I did too, once,” the knight sputtered. “I once saw a maiden, bathing in a lake, clad only in shimmering samite.”
“That’s not naked,” Verreth said.
“Well, she took it off.” Sir Humperdinck countered. “As she was dipping into the water.”
“So never saw naked then?” Brahk asked.
“No, technically not, but …”
“Ha, ha, no technically. You a virgin.”
Sir Humperdinck’s face flushed more, and he gripped the hilt of his sword in a tight grip.
“Enough, you idiots!” Serraia barked in a loud voice. “Help me bury him.”
The three men, properly chastised, nodded and then looked down finding their feet to be very fascinating. Serraia stared at them for several long seconds, her jaw twitching in rage, daring each one to speak.
“Uh, Serraia,” Brahk said, raising a hand like a child in a school room. Her eyes snapped to him and saw he was pointing down. She spun to see Gerryt’s body was dissolving into a viscous soup, which then leched directly into the stone of the cavern floor.
A sound of despair came from her and she brought a hand to her mouth. Around them the bodies of the wyrmynn also turned to pools of steaming, bubbling goo. The organic slurry seeped into the floor. Not long after, the weapons and armor scattered across the floor disintegrated to dust.
“Fell sorcery indeed,” Sir Humperdinck asked, covering his nose with the edge of his cloak to block the acidic smell of melting flesh. He looked to the others. “We must cleanse this place.”
The others nodded with a renewed sense of purpose. A few minutes later they marched through the wyrmynn camp, ignoring the women and children in their pens, and descended to the next level.
As they stepped into a new chamber, they saw another dread knight turn and flee.
*****
Back in the throne room, Simon cringed as he watched the Barrow feed. “That never stops being gross.”
      Is it any different from how you fed when you were alive? the Barrow asked.
“Yes, yes, it is. I never dissolved my food and slurped it through a straw.”
      What is a straw?
      “You know, I’m not quite sure. Not important though. Those assholes are on their way.”
      The remaining dread knight is leading them to the black ooze. Perhaps we will get lucky.
“Maybe,” Simon said.
      You do realize that you are speaking aloud again?
       “Yeah, so?”
      You know it is unnecessary.
“Yes, I know,” Simon said, his voice sounding every bit like the petulant teenager he was. “But, this voice is growing on me.”
      If you say so, the Barrow said in a tone laced with sarcasm.
“You could stop being such a jerk.”
      You are right. I apologize.
“Um, good.” Simon felt uncomfortable and spoke again. “How’re your power levels looking?”
In response, the Barrow opened a status window in Simon’s vision.
 
	The Barrow - Sentient Dungeon

	Host: Simon
	Current Tier: 1
	True Tier: 8
	Status: Starving
	Health: 8,567/86,890

	The Barrow is one of the most ancient sentient dungeons on all Korynn, but years of neglect have left it starving. Now that it has bound itself to a host it is capable of consuming energy and experiences.
Current Life Essence Points: 687.
 

					


“Not too shabby guy. We’ll get you back up to Tier 2 in no time.”
Assuming the Knight of the Blazing Fist does not kill you and force me to go dormant before that occurs.
 “Yeah, how do we stop that from happening?”
We could hope for the best.
The best turned out to be not so great. The black ooze dissolved both the dread knight decoy and the half-orc, but it fled when the knight sent flashes of empyrean light blazing through the chamber. The rest of the adventurers pressed on as the Barrow absorbed the two corpses.
 “Was it just me or did the black ooze kinda look like a dude?” Simon asked.
Indeed, it is a curious form for the creature to take.
 “It kinda looked familiar too, but I can’t quite place it.”
That is a mystery for another time.
 “Right. At least Spinny turned them away from the dark dryad’s grove.”
I’m not sure that was the best strategy.
 “Saving her life wasn’t the best strategy?”
No. She could have killed a few more of them. And if she fell, she would have provided a filling meal. Either way, we are weaker for protecting her. But you want a date.
 “You are one cold bastard.”
I am as my nature defines me, as are you, as is this Knight of the Blazing fist. I fear your sentimentality may doom us both.
In a typical teenage fashion, Simon refused to admit the Barrow was right, and he was wrong. “Well, no point in crying over spilled milk. What do we do now?”
The only thing we can do. Generate as many dread knights as possible and hope.
 “No,” Simon said. “There is one more thing we can do. I’ll need a bit of that power of yours.”
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Sir Humperdinck led them through the final hallway and into the Barrow King’s throne room. The undead sorcerer sat on his throne, black spectral smoke robes flowed around him and he clutched a gnarled staff of blackened wood. An unnerving chill flowed in waves through the room, biting into Verreth’s bones.
Arrayed in front of the lich were more than a dozen dread knights. These were better armed and armored, and fuller in the muscle department than the ones they’d dispatched earlier. 
“I do not like this,” Serraia said.
“Fear not fair maiden, for I am Sir Herman Heinrich Humperdinck and I was born for this moment. I hold my sword up high, bathed in the glory and light of the empyrean realm. I will lay these abominations low and I…”
“Jeez dude, are you done yet?” the Barrow King asked.
Sir Humperdinck stopped and looked in shock and bewilderment at the undead monstrosity who’d just interrupted him. “How… how dare you?”
“Yeah, yeah, I dare. You’re boring. Shut up.”
Verreth looked sideways at Serraia and whispered. “He sounds like a kid?”
The Barrow King’s eyes snapped to Verreth, and all the arrogance and confidence leached from him like blood from a critical wound.
“Um, no I am not a kid. I am the Barrow King, and I’m many, many thousands of years old. And powerful. You don’t know how powerful.”
“Okay,” Verreth said, leaning back on one foot, prepping to run if the need arose.
“I care not how much power you have, for I, Sir Herman …”
“Harry Humperjohnson, yeah, yeah I know, I heard you the first time,” The Barrow King said, once again interrupting the knight.
“Well… I never. It is Heinrich Humperdinck not … I won’t even repeat what you said.” The knight sputtered and wheezed as he tried to regain his composure.
Verreth grew suspicious. Something was off with this whole situation. What he didn’t know was whether that ‘off’ worked to his benefit, or if it meant his doom was upon him. He needed more information.
“If I may, your liege?” Verreth asked, earning an angry glare from Sir Humperdinck for daring to address the Barrow King. “I believe we can come to a beneficial arrangement.”
The Barrow King turned its silvery eyed gaze upon him. “Yeah? Whatcha thinkin’?”
“Well, as you may suspect, my lovely companion and I do not see eye to eye with all of our stalwart companion’s … philosophies.”
“What?” Sir Humperdinck blurted in shock, eyes glaring at Verreth. “He is a lord of undeath, a foul defiler of life and … and … he speaks in a mocking tone.”
“Yeah, I don’t care about any of that,” Verreth said. “I just want to live.”
“You cannot be serious,” Serraia said, eyes tinged with red. “He killed Gerryt.”
“I did not. That was the wyrmynn,” The Barrow King protested, leaning forward, hand clutching his staff. “Though we did feed on his corpse, so I get why you’re mad.” The Barrow King eased back onto his throne and made a sound like a man struggling to suck a piece of mutton from between his teeth. “Sorry, I’m still getting used to these new teeth.” He sucked for a few more seconds. “Almost got it.” The slurping grew to a disgusting intensity.
“We are wasting time,” Sir Humperdinck roared and raised his sword. “I call on the Devas of Light and the Lords of Life to grant me the power to burn this dread revenant of death.”
Golden light flared from every pore of Sir Humperdinck’s body. Verreth watched as it flowed over the closest dread knight charring its skin. The other dread knights leapt into battle even though each moment of exposure to the knight’s holy light burned away more of their artificial life.
The Barrow King raised his staff and smacked it hard on the dais in front of his throne. A shimmering shield expanded in front of the revenant glistening like an oil-covered puddle. The empyrean energy impacted the shield with the force of a stormfront against a rocky shore, but the shield held.
The dread knights were not so lucky. The holy energy rolled over and through them. Then the light flashed out, leaving multicolored spots lingering in everyone who had eyes.
Verreth blinked away the spots just in time to see the dread knights collapse in heaps of ash.
“Well that sucked,” The Barrow King said, a twinge of fear pushing through the pubescent squeak in his voice. “You couldn’t have waited a few more seconds to do that?”
“Why would I deign to grant you even a second more of this unnatural existence?” Sir Humperdinck asked.
“Because then my reinforcements could have arrived.”
Sir Humperdinck had no time to wonder what the Barrow King was talking about before a wave of high-pitched keening erupted into the room in the form of dozens of tiny, mushroom-headed men. Several of the fungoid creatures rammed their toadstool caps into the back of Sir Humperdinck’s legs, knocking him to the ground.
A dozen more of the creatures swarmed the downed knight, bursts of spores exploding from mouthlike orifices straight into his face. The knight howled in pain and confusion, struggling to regain his feet. He swung his massive sword back and forth, cleaving through the spongy bodies of the mushroom men with ease.
Verreth grabbed Serraia’s arm as he backed away from the expanding cloud of spores but could not pull her free before the spores enveloped her head. She hacked and coughed and then screamed.
Verreth released his grip on her and fell backward, scrabbling on all fours to the back wall where he hid behind a column. He watched as Serraia’s tanned skin became a splotchy melange of gray-green spots. She went silent and fell onto her face.  
Another roar of pain and anger drew Verreth’s gaze back to Sir Humperdinck. He rose to one knee, swung his sword wide, ending the life of three more mushroom men, then stood and swung again. The surviving fungoid creatures backed away, possessing enough self-awareness to preserve their lives.
Sir Humperdinck held his free hand up and made a fist. A corona of green fire flowed around his fist, up his arm and surrounded his entire body. Then the green flames thrummed off of the knight’s body in waves. A high-pitched keening rose from the fungoid men as the green fire rolled over them and they started burning, bringing the pleasant smell of roasted mushrooms to Verreth’s nose. The waves of green fire did not penetrate the Barrow King’s shield, but it flickered and then failed as the wave of green fire dissipated.
Sir Humperdinck knelt, placed his sword point down and spoke.
“A Knight of the Blazing Fist is the light in the darkness, a shield for the living and the bane of the undead. Your foul existence is at an end. I will cleave thy skull in twain. I will sunder your connection to this realm and cast your tortured soul to the abyss. While I have breath left in my lungs and while my beating heart pumps lifeblood through me, I shall let no undead live. This I vow.”
Sir Humperdinck stood, surrounded by holy fire and filled with radiant light. He strode with purpose towards the undead lord.
“I just have one thing I’d like to ask,” the Barrow King said, the pitch of his voice rising.
“I will hear none of your foul incantations, lich,” Sir Humperdinck said and swung his sword in a mighty arc. The Barrow King ducked, and the sword missed by mere inches, taking a chunk of bone out of his throne.
“No, no incantations, just a question, one of theology.”
“I have no interest in what you have to say. The knight swung again, and this time the strike caused the lich to fall onto its backside.
“I was wondering if that vow you made is binding?”
“Of course it is. I am a knight, and I live and die by my honor.” He swung again, the sword slicing through one of the Barrow King’s arms. The Barrow King screamed as the limb fell away, dissolving into ectoplasmic goo before it hit the ground.
“I only ask, cuz I noticed that you’re not breathing.”
 Oh crap, Verreth thought, a deep unease growing in his stomach.
“What?” Sir Humperdinck blurted, causing his swing to miss its mark.
“You’re not breathing,” the Barrow King said. “And your heart isn’t beating. You realize you are undead … right?”
Sir Humperdinck stopped his next attack, letting his sword clang to the ground. His eyes widened and his mouth hung open. “What?” he said rather stupidly. His mouth may not have known the truth, but his eyes did and his fingers went limp and his sword clattered to the ground. He fell to his knees and beseeching eyes looked up, locking onto the silver glows inside the Barrow King’s skull.
“Yeah, sorry dude. I thought you knew,” the Barrow King said.
“I’m dead.”
“Undead, hence why you can still walk around and threaten and such.”
“I am the evil I despise.”
“Come on guy. It’s not that bad, really. Beats the alternative, right?”
Sir Humperdinck wept, his shoulders pumping up and down as ragged sobs flowed through him. After a moment he calmed, grabbed his sword and stood. The Barrow King backed away, but Sir Humperdinck did not attack. Instead, he looked at the lich with eyes that begged forgiveness. After a moment he looked away.
“I cannot live as one of the accursed undead,” the knight said in a low voice, and then swung his sword at his own neck. The blade bounced off his shoulder, deflected by the pauldrons of his armor. He tried again, and again, with no further success. Chopping off one’s own head was apparently harder than it looked. After a few more tries, Sir Humperdinck fell to his knees and wept.
The Barrow King knelt by the knight’s side. After a moment he placed a spectral hand on the dead knight’s shoulder. “If you need someone to talk to, I’m a good listener.”
“I just want to die.”
“Yeah, saw that. Kinda hard to do it that way though.”
Sir Humperdinck looked up at the Barrow King. “Will you help me?”
“Uh … you sure you don’t wanna hang around? We could be pals.”
“I just want to die.”
“Suit yourself then.”
Verreth watched as the Barrow King stood, picked up Sir Humperdinck’s sword and gave it a few practice swings. The revenant nodded in appreciation as Sir Humperdinck knelt, grabbing the sides of the throne and exposing his neck.
“I hope you find what you’re looking for,” the Barrow King said in an unexpectedly kind voice and brought the sword down in one quick, terrible blow.
Sir Humperdinck’s head plopped onto the seat of the throne and his body slumped to the floor. The tin amulet slipped from the neck stump and clattered to the floor. The Barrow King bent down and picked it up. Then it began to glow.  
“Woah, what the…?” the Barrow King shouted, dropping the amulet.
The amulet bounced and hummed and spun. It gyrated faster and faster and then imploded into a singularity. The singularity pulsed and frothed and then suddenly a corpulent man, naked as the day he was born, popped into existence.
“Ahhh,” the Barrow King said in a tone most unbecoming of a lord of the undead and watched as the man moaned, vomited and then collapsed onto his face. The singularity stopped spinning, expanded back into the amulet and thunked off the newcomer’s head and clattered to a stop a few inches from the Barrow King’s foot.
“Who the hell is this guy?” the Barrow King blurted.
Verreth didn’t know what was going on with the Barrow King. He was nothing like the ancient tales suggested, even accounting for the exaggeration and liberal treatment of facts those tales often fell victim to. It was time to gamble with the prize being his life.
“It was a curse,” Verreth said.
“Oh, shit, I forgot you were there,” the Barrow King said jumping. He stared right at Verreth and despite the creature’s juvenile nature, Verreth felt his blood chill. “You know who this dude is?”
“I do. His name is Bahldreck, he’s the least favorite son of a minor local noble family, and he unwittingly carried the burden of that family’s curse.”
“Tell me about this curse.”
“His family was once very powerful, but they reneged on a promise to help the Knights of the Blazing Fist, leading to all but one member of the order being killed right here in the Barrow. The lone survivor used powerful magic to bind the soul of one of their greatest warriors to the amulet.” Verreth pointed at the amulet.
The Barrow King stopped, gingerly picking it up. “Did Bahldreck deserve the burden?”
“No, by all accounts he was a good guy.”
“Yet you still used him?”
“I did,” Verreth said. “I never said I was a good guy.”
Bahldreck moaned and opened and closed his mouth like a suffocating fish.
“Is he gonna be okay?” the Barrow King asked.
“Do you care?” Verreth asked.
“I don’t like bullies,” the Barrow King said, looking down upon Bahldreck.
A shock moved through Verreth’s body as a realization hit him. “Someone did this to you,” he said, and it wasn’t a question.
The Barrow King looked up, eyes drilling into Verreth’s soul. This wasn’t hyperbole. He felt his soul being analyzed, parsed and cataloged. Verreth had never been so afraid in his life.
“You have one chance to walk out of here with your life,” the Barrow King said in a voice that was much surer than it had been.
Verreth froze. “I’m listening.”
“Maybe you’ve figured it out already, but I’m kinda new here. I took over from the last asshole and I’m looking to do things differently from the way he did them. I’m a people person.”
“You mean you eat people,” Verreth said, hoping he hadn’t overplayed his hand.
“That’s not technically correct. The Barrow doesn’t eat people, it dissolves those who die in its environs and absorbs their energy and experiences. But I can see how that bit of minutia wouldn’t make much of a difference to you.”
“It makes me feel better, oddly.”
“Good, that means we might be able to work together.”
“What do you have in mind?” Verreth asked, a whiff of hope pushing through his feelings of dread.  
“I’m looking to expand. But, I have a marketing problem, being a murderous dungeon who consumes people and all.”
“And you want me to what, convince people to come here?”
“The right kind of people.”
“And what kind of people is that?”
“The strong kind. Like you. You came here. You must have had a reason?”
Verreth nodded. “Treasure.”
“I suspected as much. I can provide people with a chance to achieve their dreams of wealth and power, but I want you to vet them?”
“Vet them?” Verreth asked.
“I will not continue the tradition of the powerful preying on the weak. I will not allow lords and slavers to send people in here against their will so they may reap the benefits of their slaughter. Any man or woman, or shambling bit of fungus may enter the Barrow of their own accord. Some will get their treasure, others will die and feed us, but it will be fair.”
Verreth buried his surprise, sensing an opportunity, not only to extend his lifespan but to increase the size of his coin purse. “You want me to be your gatekeeper?”
“I was thinking the Grand Poobah of Awesome, but your title sounds more official.”
“What’s in it for me?” Verreth asked
“Apart from your life?” The Barrow King stared at him until Verreth nodded. “You get to tax those you bring to the Barrow at a rate of 10% of all the swag they take, with the caveat that any weapons, armor or other items that specialize in killing, protecting people from or even mildly inconveniencing the undead are mine. What do you say?”
Verreth’s heart thudded in his chest. In all his years of hustling, cheating, and scheming, he’d never imagined a moment like this one. He looked up at the Barrow King. “Make it 15% and we have a deal.”
The Barrow King stared for several long heartbeats, and Verreth feared he had overplayed his hand when the Barrow King extended a spectral hand that turned to bone. “Done.”
Verreth hesitated for the merest of moments before he reached forward and took the hand. A chill pushed into his bones. I’m going to live, he thought and realized that until that moment he truly believed he would die. He looked up at the undead horror and smiled.
“The name’s Verreth.”
“Good to meet ya man, I’m Simon.”
THE END
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