
Fiction: Tomb of Horrors
By Bart Carroll

Nibs sat in the corner of the Yawning Portal, sketching illustrations to accompany his tale. Nearly everyone had a tale to tell in the Portal, the gnome bard had found. But the act of sketching them out tended to draw an audience closer—and whether they paid for the privilege of hearing his tales, he could often at least sell the sketches for coin when he was done.

“There once was a crafter who specialized in miniature models of manors, villas, and even the occasional stronghold. Wealthy clients would commission these models to then take to their builders.”

From the first sketch the gnome drew: Wealthy merchants, eyes wide in appreciation, surround one such model: a rich villa fabricated down to the most exacting detail, including elaborate miniature furniture for the buyers to shift and move around, experimenting with potential layouts to their hearts’ content.

“The crafter also made models of the city—its many blocks and streets—to sell to the militia in order for them to better plan their tactics and raids.”

Sketch: Same scene as above, but the merchants are replaced by watch commanders. They surround a model street populated with miniature versions of themselves and their soldiers. They appear to be using an intricate set of rules for their practice exercises, and wagering high stakes against one another.

“Copies of the models were sometimes given by the crafter to orphaned children as playthings. But many more of those copies were sold to thieves’ guilds, and used to more perfectly plan break-ins and thefts.”

Sketch: As before, but with watch commanders replaced by thieves. They look at the earlier model villa, not only now featuring the safes and chests holding the owner’s wealth, but also miniature versions of the locks and safeguards protecting that wealth.

“However, the crafter’s masterpiece was not from anywhere within the city itself. Instead, he long ago began to assemble a model based on all the rumors surrounding the legendary tomb of Acererak the demilich. These rumors he gathered from anyone who had ever claimed to possess such knowledge. But knowing how little of that knowledge was likely true, the crafter further consulted through spells that allowed him to speak with the dead and learn legends and lore. Anything that might provide another scrap, another mote of detail, that he could put into his model.

“Everything he learned over the years went into this great project, worked on completely in secret. It might never have been meant for public display, in fact, perhaps intended only for his own use when finally complete. To run through Acererak’s tomb on his own. Only one day, the crafter disappeared. His clients searched everywhere, eventually finding the model tomb in a secret back room in his shop.”

Sketch: Still the same view as above, only here with a group composed of merchants, watch commanders, and thieves. They surround a new model, marveling at its intricacy and sense of detail—hallways filled with deadly traps, hidden doors, and even a tiny, rolling juggernaut.

And there, at the bottom of one of the model’s pit traps, lies the miniature body of the crafter.

“It seemed that the crafter’s skill came in part from potions and spells of diminution, used to shrink down to the models’ scale and work within them. No one had ever suspected this before. Only here, crafting one of the tomb’s traps, he fell in and perished.”

“Impossible!” one of the nearby patrons called out in response to the gnome bard’s tale. “A spell cast over him would end at his death. A potion would wear off eventually.”

“Yes, all normally true. Except it was also thought that crafting the model had connected it somehow to forces within the real tomb. Perhaps knowledge of the model’s mere existence touched Acererak as he slept—who then reached out to spring the trap that felled the crafter, and further kept his body in a permanently diminished state.

“But who can say? All that is known is that the crafter was buried, fittingly enough, within his model tomb.”

Sketch: The crafter entombed, his body prepared in place of Acererak’s. His tiny skull is set with flecks of gemstone in the eye sockets and teeth.
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