Dreaming of Waterdeep

A Gustin Bone Story

By Rosemary Jones

Hhstration by Wirrren M

He ran. He ran as fast as he could. through the mud
in the yard, past the snarling hound lunging on the
end ol its chain, waking the two remaining hens
roosting in the barn's doorway, Even the old barren
sonv due for the butcher before the end of the fall
grunted and shifted in her deeams as he barreled past
her pei,

He lunged lor the ladder on the G wall and
sernbled up it. One rotten rung cracked. He slipped,
banged s knees painfilly against another rung, bt
kept climbing, When De got 1 the top of the Edder,
b Mang hirmsell Tace fiestinto the musty old straw.
There, salely hidden from the world, Gustin Bone
gave way to the fury, sorrow, and regred that shook his
ten-year-old body and howled like a lost soul.

A long time later, Guostin ancurled, wiping the tick-

ling straw out of his hair and face. Then he walked
across the ominously creaking fMoor w the open barn
window and gazed across the moonlit farm, the most
desolate and lonely place in all the world. His uncle
was gone, nowhere to be seen,

“I'm going to die here,” Gustin pronounced. And,
Lkt the sownd of his own voice echoing inte the ral-
ters, hie shouted a litde louder, “Lin golng 1o grow old,
die here, and lwl.'iod)' is ever going Lo ko iy marte]
Tewill be: & tragedy.”
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farm rather than talk to the strangers. Gustin, how "‘-:
ever, was propelled forward by his own curiosity, Sy

the rats out of the leather, “Two tabbies and a
gingerstripe”

Then be stopped, He wasn't quite sure that sone
thing could be a tragedy if nobody else knew about it

But he loved the sound of the word, He had learned
it from the widow. She visited on a regular basis to
clean out the farmhowse and seold his uncle about
the state of Gustin's clothes and gencral hygienc.

“If you never come clean, boy, it will be a tragedy,
Your mother, if she lived, would weep to see the state
that you're In,” the widow would say, Minglng Gustin's
shires and breeches into botling water while he sar
shivering on a stoal wrapped {1 a too-thin towel,

As little as he liked her cleaning methods, e was
rather fond of the widew, who Inwariably ended her
sessiom of scrubling by producing seme type of bis-
cuil or baked bread from her basket. But it wasn't her
attention to the mud behind his cars that made him
serew his face into a frown and shout that night to the
uncaring worlkd, °T refuse to dic here!”

Na. it was the actions of his uncle ~that woefully
stupid, uncaring, altogether wrong man—that caused
Canstin to seramhle 1|1rm|g'h the straw to unearth his
mathers hattered old trunk and thiruse Bpen the 1id
tor il duit her even more hattered knapsack. Finally,
Gustin decided, he would Bl ehat knapsack Tull and
follow the read out Into the wide marvelous world, all
the way to Waterdeep, that City of Splendors. He had
1o go now, he told himself, before it was too kate,

Ohnly that morning he had smiled and chattered
ax he walked with his taciturn uncle to the '.'illagc.
Gustin filled the sifence surrounding them with his
own running observations on the birdsin the hedge-
rows, the likelihood that the hens would survive the
winter, and the oft-cxpressed wish that his uncle
might adope a kitten to keep the mice out of the harn.

“Farhinner’s got a liner,” Gustin informed him,
Farhinner was the tanner and lept cats o keep

“Dhog wouldn't like 117 grunted his uncle.

Gustin shrugg::d, B rl:pplc of the shoulders that
he'd copied from Farhinner. He liked the man. Since
the tanner had no sons, it seemed |i1ﬂ:!_1.l that he migl'lt
be Inoking for an apprentice in a vear or two. A stinky
trade, none smelled worse except the butcher's shop,
b it meant a room in the village and no farmwok,
At the age of ten. Gustin already spent his days plor-
ting ways to escape from the farm,

“There's strangers,” sabd his uncle, stopping so
abruptly that Gustin was two lengths down the road
and several words Into an argument In favor of Kittens
betore he realized his uncle was not moving,

Then he blinked and sow what his uncle was
staring al. There were strangers. Marvelous strang:
ers emerging from the woods and skidding down
the embankment teward the road. The irst man
was dressed in fantastic colors. with ribbons and
feathers hanging from his broad-brimmed hat. and
a '|n|1g .-awrrllng cape thiat went all the way down to
the beels of his highly palished boots. The dwarl
following close beliind this dandy bore a highly
pulished helmet on his head and sported a bright
red beard cascading down his arrel round from.
The third stranger, also laman and obwiously male,
wore leather armor, well cared for but marked with
imteresting nicks and scars, A Iucng scabbard, very
noticeable for its plninm'ss, ]'llll'.l.E cmpty fram his belt.

“Well met, my friends,” cried the man with the
broad brimmed hat. “We are looking for a smith and
an inn. My fricnd has a sword in need of mending
and we all have need of a place to stay.”

Gustin's uncle shook his head and murmed an his
heel, as 1Fhe meant o walk all the way back o the

“You'll want to follow us into the village,” he
announced. ignoring his uncle wavering in the back:
ground, “We can show vou the smith and the tavern.
We don't have an inn. But you can probably steep
on the henches at the tavern.” It was what laborers
from the lord's ficlds did on the harvest days if they'd
drunk ton ]'u:uvi]y to Find their way home safely in
the dark.

“Any place with a roof would be weleome,”
answered the talkative stranger. “We'll take a stable
or even o cow'’s shed tondght. 1 am Nerhaltan, my large
friend here Is called Wervyn, and the dwarl goes by
the nickname Tapper.”

The other two didn’t say anyihing, but the dwarf
Tapper glanced once, quickly, at the shadowed
woods hehind them. Gustin knew the track that
they had been lollowing; it led o old ruins, a litle
hill fort long sinee crombled into a collection of tili-
ing walls and a stair that climbed crookedly up to
nothing. Village tales called the spot haunted. hu
every chilld defied thelr parents and made thelr way
through the woads to race heneath high arch that
once marked the fort's gate.

Gustin had run that race in and out of the ruins
eatlier that summer, No harm had come from it
although there had been a coldness about the place
that he didn't like.

Behind him. his uncle sigl'u::l once and then pCs-
tured at the strangers, ~[1's not far to the vil[agc.." he
said, “We go slowly, the boy and L. Step ahead of us if
vou need 1o

“We're happy for the company.” said Nerhaltan,
pacing along side Gustin. “Your lad seems very bright
for his age.”
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“My nephew,” grunted his uncle,

“I'm Gustin,” said Gustin. And then procecded 1o
beguile the rest of the oo short journey with dozens
of questions for the strangers: How far had they come,
what type of sword had the fighter broken, did the
dwarl carry & battle-axe, had they ever seen a dragon,
did they know how far it was to Waterdeep?

The dwarl turned his bright eyes on Gustin when
he mentioned Waterdeep.

“That’s a long way from here,” Tapper said. “What
do voir know about the City of Splendors, boy?™

Gustin paused, catching back his next question
betore it popped out of his mouth. His uncle had
paced a fittle ahead of them, walking with the tall
fighter, and the two were discossing the state of
the weather and the possibility of a storm before
MOonrise.

“Thave a book,” Gustin whispered, reaching into
his tumnic and pulling out his most precious possession
sora corner showed. "A gaidehook to Waterdeep.”

"Looks a hit chiewed,” said the dandy on the other
slde of him. " Like the rats have heen at it”

T fonnd Bt in the barn,” Gustin admitred, “in a plln
of rabbish my uncle meant 1o horn.” Papers and other
Irems belonging to his mother, he didn’t add, His
uncle onee tossed everything into the honfire pit afier
he canght Gustin snapping open the locks on her old
trunk and rummaging through it. But then the widow
hail stopped his uncle from dousing the lot with oil
and started a shouting match about respect for his
dead sister. Eventually papers went safely from the
bonfire pit to the barn, because his uncle insisted that
he wouldn't have “any of it in my house any longer. It
will give the boy dreams! And you'Tl know what will
happen then,”

Gustin still didn't know what would happen,
although he hoped it would take him far away from
the farm like his long lost mother, As for the dreams,
they began the first night that he lay curled in his
creaking bed and read the enchanting words “Water-
deep. a city of high adventures and dark dearlings™ by
the light of a sputtering candle.

“Have you boen to Waterdeep, goodsirs?” hie asked
the dandy and the dwarf. Both shook their heads,

“Waterdeep Is no destination for a poor man.” said
Nerhakan, *1 won't go there until [ have gold in my
pockets.”

“Yet some say it ks the place for a dwarfor a man
1o find the gold w fill his pockets.” added his short
companion.

“Tt takes gold to make gold.” the dandy said. “That
is why we arce here, afier all.”

"Quict,” said Tapper with a glance at Gustin that
the boy pretended not o see,

They rounded the bend in the road. "Look. pood-
sirs, our village,” said Custin,

Nerhaltan Winked at the collection of huild-

Ings. r]n"llng a wldrn]ng in the road. One L-\rgr mak
marked the center of the village, a brute of arboreal
pride so big that none had ever figured ot how to cin
it denwn, and so the road split around Itand the vil
lage circled it

“Well,” remarked Nerhaltan, I have seen smaller,
Let’s hope the smith knows something about swords
as well as farm tools”

A
The evening grew late, past sundown was past his
uncle's usual bedtire, but the three adventurers kept
them talking at the tavern, insisting on buying them
ameal and, for his uncle, a tankard of ale, In veturn
for conversation about the village and the ruins up

the road. Gustin did most of the talking and his
nncle did most of the cating and drinking: Eventually
Gustin’s uncle shumped in his chair, snoring lightly
before the fire.

Gustin felt no urge to slecp. His brain was fizzing
with the stories that the three strangers told in returm.
about stolen maps and lost treasures, risks taken and
rewards wo,

“Oh, I wish Leould go adventuring,” he sald and
then blushed at sounding so voung. To cover his
embarrassment, he reached for the slice of bread on
his plate. ecrumbling it between his fingers and then
making it disappear altogetler in a shower of red
sparks and a few tinkling notes of musie.

Tapper's head reared back. “Well, now.” said the
dhwarrl, “That's a neat frick. Most small boys just cat
the loal to make it disappear.”

Guastin shrugged. “T0s just something T do to enter-
tain the Iittle children,” he said with all the pride of
i tad who owned ten vears of age. As far back as he
could remember. lie could make small things disap-
pear or shift around. Such tricks made the widow
Iﬂugll when she came to clean the farm and she'd
mughl b wavs to rwise his ﬂl:gers and words ta
whisper to add sparks or dancing lights ro the effect,

“Himm,” sald Nerhaltan, also staring intently at
halm., *Can you do other tricks?”

A few.” Gustin admitted. "Like making my voice
come [rom someplace else” That sentence caused
the fighter Wervynn to start in his corner, as Gustin's
voice sounded bohind his head, Like Gustin's uncle.
the big fighter had heen dozing in his chair.

The dandy and the dwart laughed. “Oh, very pood.
1o anather.”

w’l‘.\.

~
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“Dro you have a cloth and a coin? Gustin asked,
This was a fairly new trick for him and he'd been
practicing o impress the widow.

Nerhaltan pulled a handkerchiel edged with lace
out of & hidden pocket. Wervvn produced a well worn
cOpper coin.

With a few waves of his hand, Gustin passed the
eoin through the cloth. Then he crumpled up the
handkerchlefand shook it out enipty,

“Humph,” said tlhe fighter, “And where's my
maney?”

“Why in your pocket, goodsir, just where you had
In." said Gustin.

The big man slid his hand under his vestand pro-
duced the copper coin again,

“Quiick fingers?” the dandy questioned his
COmpEnions

“The boy never came near me,” the fighter
ohserved.

The trio stared hard at Gustin, "So, how did you do
it Tapper said.

Gustin shrugged. “1've always heen good af tricks,”
he admibited.

“A boy like you, a brave boy,” began Nerhalian,
“could be a grear help 1o us.”

Gustin slid forward on his chalr, eager to hear
what the dandy had 1o say.

“Leave him alone” His uncle’s flat voice, harsh
and loud, startled them all, The man was awake and
scowling. “No more tales. No more tricks.”

His hand dropped hard on Gustin's shoubder. He
pulled the hoy out of his chair with one yunk. “We
are going home now. Stay away from us. Stay away
from the boy.”

“Unele!”

“Groodsir.” sald Nerhalean, following them into the
twilight gloom owmside the tavern’s doer, “It's growing
dark. Let us buy you & bed for the night. We meant no
harm and eould perhaps come to seme prosperous ..

“Nol” shouted Gustin's unele, lurching down the
road, dragging a reddening Gustin aficr him. "No
tales. No tricks. No more!”

Halbway hack to the farm, his uncle’s hand finally
loosened enough on his eollar to let Gustin wiggle free.
“I weanted to ear what they had to say,” he pro-
tested. feellng very brave because the moonlight was
dim and le could barely make out the deep frown

scoring his uncle’ face.

His uncle wheeled around, grabbing his shoulders,
and shook him the same way thae the farm dog weuld
shake a rat wheo it conght one.

“Stay out of village until the strangers are gone,
T they come near, do not speak o them. Do not look
at them.”

"Bt ="

“And no more silly spells.” yelled his uncle., "TTow
many times must | ell yout No magle at allt”

“Tonly do stmple ones to make people langh,” pro-
tested Gustin,

“No marel” roared his uncle. *And no more irips to
village. Not until you learn more sense.”

They were In sight of the farmbouse, The dog set
wp a volley of harsh barks, awakened by his uncle’s
shouts, The farmer turned and yelled at the dog to
be silent,

“Tomarrow, I'm burning your mother’s books.” he
said in a quicter, more saber tone, trning back w his
nephow,

"Nol" Gustin sprang away from his uncle, racing
toward the barn where her trunk was st 1l stored,

“Including that daft guldebook you keep in vour
shirt!” yelled his uncle after him, “Don't think 1 don’t
kmvow about that! No more foolish tales, boy, no more
tricks! This time, [ mean it!”

e
Upstairs in the barn, Gustin stuffed the battered
knapsack as full as possible with his mother's papers,
scrolls, and books. He would leave nothing behind for
his unele’s bonfive,

Dawn the barn ladder e crept with more cau-
tian than e had hurded up it The farmvand was a
tanghe of shadows, The hound shifted, paws churnling
{1y some dressm of a hunt, and vattled its chain as he
crepl past, but the old dog did not wake. Tt knew Gus-
tin's foatsbeps in its slecp.

Custin was oul the gate and hallway down the
rovined bedore he stopped to consider where he would
go. Evervome in the village knew him. His uncle
wonhd ook there first.

The three adventurers had talked about going
back tn ruins, just as soon as the thh’-‘r‘s sword was
mended. After that, who knows where they wonld go?
Waterdeep, as Tve had always dreamed, or some other
destination equally splendid. Surely they would want
aclever boy, a boy like him who knew more than a
few magleal tricks, 1o help them on thelr way.

Gustin turned off the road, following the track
that led to the ruins. Bring tired and mindful of the
night shadows whispering through the tall grass, he
decided not to go into the ruins by himself. Instead,
he slid down into the bracken at the base of a trec,
curling himsell around the knapsack stuffed full of
his mother's papers.

Ihe three adventurers found him there, dozing
i the late afternoon stillness and dreaming of
Waterdeep.
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The dandy poked him awake with one pointed
toe. "What arc you doing. bov?” he asked but his eves
were bright with laughier and he looked as if he knew
what Gustin would answer.

"I've come tochelp you to find the treasure,” Gustin
said as boldly as he could with grass sticking out of
his hair and a few dry leaves itching their way down
his shirt as he serambled to lils feet,

“How da vou know we are Inoking for treasore? Or
wour help?” satd the dwarf and his face was harder
amd mare susplebous than his companlons,

“Youi sald .. last night . .. well, | theught,” Gustin
mumbled alintle, staring at his toes, wondering if he'd
been a Hiele rash.

“Oh course. we are afler treasure,” said Nerhaltan,
"Whal else would three like us be doing here? The
bow’s toa bright for us to deceive.” The dandy nodded
high over Gustin's head at his companions. "We wel-
come your help, voung wizand, welcome it indeed.”

"T'm no wizard.” Gustin quickly answered. "But 1
do know these roins”

“Does your uncle know where you are?” asked
Wervyn. The fighter looked concerned and frowned
when Gustin shook his head. *Mayvhe you should go
back o your farm, boy"

“Monsense,” answered Nerhaltan for him, “The
hoy's pot too much adventure in him to be content on
same farm. Lead on, lad, lead on. There's plenty for all
if we can find our prize”

Gustin led the three men toward the roins, The
waonds buzzed with the usual noise of warm autumn
afternoon, birds calling to mates, the deep rumble of
frogs, the ch ittering of insects, It sounded so normal
that Gustin pavsed,

“What is it?” asked the dandy,

Gustin shrugged. He feltas ifa dozen ants were
marching up and down his spine, A prickling of his
skin unlike anything he had ever felt before.

"Are we going forward or going back?” said Tapper.

"Forwand,” replicd the dandy, giving Gustin a
slight shove between the shoulder blades. "Go o,
srrah, go to”

"There's something wrong,” said Gustin,

“What?™

He shook his head. Soddenty he wondered if he
should have Hstened tochis uncle and staved home,
And then he was ashamed of his cowardice. Here he
was, =0 close to discovering a lost treasure, and he
stood trembling, afvaid of a few birds singing in the
tangled branches over lis head.

Even as thit thought tumbled through his head,

Gustin let out a great sigh of relieland enlightenment.

“It’s the birds.” he said to the three adventurers
staring al him. "The birds. It’s the wrong time of vear.
They should not be singing like that.”

And the minute he said it. the woods fell silent.
Not a cheep or a chirp could be heard.

The Aghter drew his repalred swond out of the
seabhard with a well-olled hiss,

“Tt Is close,” he said o his friends.

Tapper peered from side to side. “Keep evervone
together now. No one out of sight.”

Gustin stared at the three now surrounding him in
a tight knot.

“What is it?” he asked with a sinking cerfainty that
he would not like the answer that he would receive
from the adules.

"Nothing to worry about,” said Nerhaltin with a
strained smile. "Go on, boy, go on, There's a l'lnir_ym:l
sec, down by the base of the wall, It's too swall for
us, even Tapper won't Ait, but If you can wiggle your
way In ="

e ——

A shout sourded to thelr left. It sounded uncom
monly ke his uncle calling “Gustinl Gustin™

Ot of habit, Gustin almost started toward the
shouts; into the thickest part of the woods, but Tapper
grabbed his shirttails and pulled him back. "To the
wall, bov, to the wall”

Silence fell again. Gustin listened but he heard no
maore from his uncle, Perhaps he was turming away

and searching toward the village road.

They veached the walls af the ruln. The place
seemed colder than before and more menacing than
he remembered, the shadows elustering at the base
of the wall and making a gloomy twilight inside the
roafless rooms of the abandoned fort,

High above his head. a kitten mewed, & lost sound.
Poor thing, thought Gustin, it must have climbed the
wall and gotten itselPstuck. Food of cats, he chirped,
hoping to draw it into the open.

"Hush!” Nerhaltan clapped a hand over Gustins
moath, “Thon't call toie”

Gustin wiggled his way free and eved the dandy
with suspicion. “Why should The afraid of a stray
kitien?”

“Not acat,” muttered Tapper, nervously loaking
avound. "It Just sonnds ke o cat. When It's nat tryling
to sound lke your mother.”

“Or a group of birds,” That from the fghter, who
bl punt his back to the ruins’ wall and was staring out
at the woods,

"Now. about this hole,” said Nerhaltan. There was
a hole at the hase of the wall, newly dug as Gustin
could tell by the fresh clods of dirt lining its rim. As
the dandy had said, the opening was small, the stone
blocks of the wall preventing it from heing enlarged
heyand the current opening.
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Gustin went flat on his stomach and peered
within. He snapped his fingers. concenirating on a
wseful sp-l:" that the widow had !nug]ﬂ lli'm.. and made
a light, The little glowing ball rolled sway from his
hand and dropped down the hole, It disappeared into
a chamber located justu nder the wall.

“& safe roon. All these little hill forts used to
Bave them. A place to hide treasure,” explained
Tapper keaning over Gustin's shoulder. *The original
way in ... well, we couldot use that. 5o 1 came
around to the other side of the wall and broke in
through the roof. But it's too narrow a route for us to
wiggle down and back.”

The air Issulng from the hole smelled stale, dank,
and uncommonly like a grove @ Gusiin

“Is there something down there?” Gustin asked.
For the end of his sensitive nose caught another scent,
a stink like an animal but no animal that he could
identify.

"Nuothing down there now,” said Nerchaltan.

“Mow that it is ot here.” added Wervvnn. The
ﬂghtm- was facing away from the wall, look h1g ip 1he
brniad stome stalvease that wonnd around the tower to
the guards’ walk at the 1op of the wall.

“Goan, wiggle In." the dandy gave Gustin a lintle
push from hehind. “Look for a lox, a litthe gold box
with beilliants around the edge of the lid, That's all
we need 1o pay our way to Waterdeep.”

The late afternoon shadows stretched from the
trees to the base of the fort, like long black fingers
reaching for the adventurers standing over Gustin,
“Hurry," said Merhaltan, "We should be out of here as
quickly as possible.”

For the very first time in his ten years, Gustin
wished that he was back at the farm and his uncle
was yelling at him about his neglected chores,

He slid head{irst into the hole, plunging his arms
in front of him like a swimmer to drag himself for-
ward. His feet kicked the air outside until somcbady
grabbed his ankles—-Nerhaltan probably—and shoved
him all the way in. Gustin slithered forward, con-
centrating an his light spell. A faint glow began to
strengthen before him.

“What do yvou see?” The shout sounded very far
away and muffled 1o his ears.

“Nothing]™ he velled back,

Then he popped like a cork from a bottle, fum-
bling out of the tunnel and onto the littered, stinking
floor of the room under the wall, Piles of debris cush-
toned his fall. For which he was grateful until he put
his hand onto the halfrotted corpse of a mouse. With
ayelp uf'rfisguﬁl* he rolled away, only (o land on a
much larger pile of bones that crumbled and eracked
under his slight weight.

Gustin sprang hastily to his feet and spat a hasty
ocommiand 1o his spell. By the glowing light that he
now made float in the center of the room, he could
discern rib bones, leg bones, and a few vertehese.
After s squeamish moment, he came to the cancla-
sion that these were the remains of a lost sheep or,
possibly, a calf, It certainly could not be a fen-year-
ald by, After all, iF somebody his age had gone
missing from the vilfage, he would have known.
Even il it had been years and years ago. Or so he 1old
himself firmly.

Gustin began kicking through the trash strewn
about the room, leoking for the gold hox that Nerhal-
tan described. Nothing glittered or gleamed. After one
quick turn around the room, he decided the search
was hopeless and that he would rather be ahove
ground, no matter what lurked among the trees,

Crossing back to the hole where he had entered,
Gustin found that it was just out of reach, Even push
ing the larger bones, dead leaves, and other bits of
rubhizsh in the reom inta a pile under the hole didn't
help: The material was too unstable. Every time he
climbed up, the pile collapsed under his fect.

“Help!” he yelled. "1 need a rope!”

There was no answer.

Gustin called again, londer and meore urgent.

A falnt cough sounded far above his head and then
he heard Nerhaltan call, “Where are vou, hoy? Where
have you gone?”

The dandy’s volce was muffled and strangely
distorted and, Gustin shivered despite himself, alo-
gether too cager for an answer, Espectally for a man
who should know exactly where he was, After all,
Nerhaltan had pushed him down this hole.

AN the magic Gustin possessed tingled up and
down his spine. Something was out there and it
mcant him harm.

Something sniffed at the hole leading into the
safe room. Something seratched ar stone and dire, as
iF!umethlung l1lg for the hole was tryling to rlig s
way i,

Gustin drew a deep breath and concentrated as he
had never concentraied before, Then he opened his
mouth and let his vedee sail ont and away from him,
using the very same spell that had so startled the
adventurers in the tavern, “Here Tam! Here | am!”
his wards should be sounding from the very top of the
hill fort's crumbling tower iChis spell worked.

He held his breath, hcpdng p-l:rﬁ:l:tly still. Faintly,
distantly, he heard the serape of a heavy body moving
EI.“'I!}'.

"We found a way but we could not use that.”
Wyvern had sald. Nor a lock, not a harved door,
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Gustin decided. But o creature hunting in the tmnnels
under the fort? Is that what had driven the adventur-
ers above ground and to this second, futile attempt
using him to rob the safe room?

He dashed across the room, running his hands
across the dank and soiled walls. Solid stone scraped
his pEerrs. He ran a circuit of the room, banging heav-
iy against walls, kicking at the foundations, looking
In the waning lighe of his spell for any =lgn of a door.

When he found i, he practically tumbled through
it. Rotted wood painted to look like stone gave away
betore his frantic blows, He kicked a hole Tavge
enough tocrawl through and found himself ar the
base of a bare stone stair twisting up toward the fort’s
main gake.

With as light as step as possible, Gustin speeded
up the stairs to arrive panting at the top. By the slant
ol the shadows covering the courtyard. he had been
below ground for barely an hour, perhaps even less.
But he was acutely aware of the unnatural stillness of
the woads heyond the ruins, Not a bird chirped. not
an inseet huzzed,

Above his head, he heard aery, almost startling
him from his cronched hiding place at the top of the
stabrs, Then he reallzed It was his own volce, still
echiolng among the stones: “Here Lam! Here [ am!”

“Where are vou, boy? Why are you hiding?™ A
great shadow pamcd overheard as something hugq:
ill'l[i I:nca:t]_\-' l.'lﬂ"l:’l':d E.IDI.'IE lhc guarﬂ's wnllcw‘a}'
along the top of the fort's wall. The voice was Nerhal-
tan'’s but the shadow cast by the dropping sun upon
the weed-choked courtvard was oo large to be that
slender man,

Gustin crept under the broken arch of the main
gate. He slid around the gate’s main pillar, hugging as
tight to the wall as he could, hoping whatever prowled
abave hilm wonld not glavce down,

The woods were very close, he told himself firmly.
He only had to sprint a short distance with no cover
at all before he could lose himselfin the friendly
shadows under the trees. Whatever hunted at the
top of the wall surcly conld not leap down and catch
him before he reached the trees. All these arguments
made perfeet sense in his head but he conld not per-
suade his trembling body to leave the relative safety
of the wall.

Thew he remembered Nevhaltan pushing hing
down the hele with uneasy glances toward all sides.

Gustin staved in the direction of the hole where
he first entered the kil fort, He could easily see the
loose dirt piled outside the wall from where he stood,
Equally easily, he could make out the distinct shape
of a man's boot leaning against the wall. It looked
very much like Nerhaltan’s leg. As lor the rest of the
dandy. there was no sign. Just the one leg leaning
against the blood-splattered wall.

Fighting back the hile rising in his throat, Gustin
prepared to run as he had never run before. Directly
above him, he heard the beast ery our in Nerhaban's
volce, “There you are, clever boy!”

Another shout sounded across the meadow:
“Grstin!®

Emerging from the trees, his uncle ran towand
him, shouldering the heavy crossbow that he kept
over the mantle for winter's wolves and other raiders
of the chicken coop.

BEchind his uncle strode the widow, her hands
alight with flame. “Get down!” she velled cven as his
uncle dropped to one knee and fired an iron crossholt
over Gustin's head,

Gustin flattened himself in the weeds at the hase
of the wall. He heard the beast abave cry out in pain,
no fonger disgulsing its volee, but screaming with a
ferocions roar of frusteaved bloediust,

The widow spat ourt the words of a spell and long
ropes of flame streamed from her outstretched fin
gers. The beast howled louder, The stench of scorched
flesh and fur rolled over the gagging Gustin as he
crawled as hastily as possible away from the base of
the wall,

His uncle reloaded the crosshow and shot again.
The sccond holt also struck home. The beast milghm:l
and called out weirdly in the voice of the dandy: "Ah,
the blood, the blood.”

A heavy body ceashed down from the goard’s
walk at the top of the wall. Gustin rolled over and
stared down the length of his body. Framed between
his boot 1oes was o hideous mix of a stag's legs with
a lion’s body and a giant badger's head. A wifted rail
tashed from side to side as the wounded creature
struggled o its hooves. [t kicked out at Gustin but
a hlaze of Tire from the advancing widow drove it
briefly mway from the hay.

Gustin serambled to his feet. The badger head
swaved hack and forth, the open mouth blowing out a
carrion breath that made him gag. Bony ridges lined
the inside ofits hlack lips, clearly visthle far oo close
i his nose,

Ratstong his osvn hands, Gustin repeated the
spell bietng shouted by the widow, It was louder and
lenger than the one thar she had taoghe him e lighe
a candle. Smoke rather than fire blossomed a his
fingertips. Cursing his fumble of the spell, he Mung
the smoke at beast’s eyes. Bailled and choking on the
thick black smoke streaming from Gustin's hands,
it wheeled around, racing away from Gustin to the
safety of the trees.

A third crossholt from his uncle'’s bow piereed the
creature’s throat. It tumbled over its hooves, crum-
blimg into the grass.
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Dreaming of Waterdeep

With three strides, Gustin's uncle reached him
and swept him up in a hard onc-armed embrace,
Then he dropped Gustin with a thump. T told vou to
stay away [rom magic,” be growled. “T told you to stay
away from those men.”

“Ah." said the widow, erushing Gustin in her own
mint-scented embrace. “Leave the boy alone, How
was e to know there was leucrotta ln these mins?”

Ciustin wiggled his way out of the widow’s hug.
“Where are they?” he sald, looking around for the tall
fighter and his dwarf companion,

“Rumn offl” snorted his uncle, “We saw them on the
road,”

“He's been searching for vou all morning.” the
witlow whispered in Gostins car

“But why?”

"Because you are family,” gronted his uncle, shoul-
dering his crosshow and stepping around the dead
beast in the meadow.,

"That's worth something,” the widow said, point.
ing at the lenerotta’s body.

His uncle sllruggﬂ-d. “Send them ot from the vil
lage to fetch i It's magle and T ave none of in.”

M wensm't umglc that kilked her,” the svldow sald.
“And itwon't be magic that kills this hoy.”

His unele shoak his head and stomped off. The
whdow sighed. “There goes a stubborn man. 1t wasn't
magic, that’s what 1 keep telling him.”

“Who? Who died?” But even as he asked, he knew
the answers. It was as close to his heart as her book
about Waterdecp.

“Yeur mother was alwavs twice the wizard that [
was.” said the widow. "And restless with it That farm
wits far ton small to held her. But B stole the laughter
from him when she took to wandering. She was all
the famibly hie had,”

“He has me,” Gustin knew even as he said it
that the day was coming when he would follow his
miother's footste ps out of the village. The adventurers
might have tricked him, even run oft and left him,
but it didn't make their tales any less appealing. He
would go to Waterdeep and see the City of Splendors
tor himaself,

“Make me a promise,” said the widow as they
walked through the woods. “The next time vou leave,
tell us both good-bye. Don't make her mistake and go
running off without & word.”

“1 promise,” Gustin sald, and with a whisper of
magle, e made his words eclho from all the treetaps,
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