TALES OF CHAR'SAVON

Chapter 4.1

Startled at seeing the riders so nearby, Korindal's first reaction was to duck behind a wagon and warn his companions. “Riders approaching from the south!” he said while knocking an arrow. Keeping his bow pointed at the ground he peering back at the riders once more.

Krak quickly dumped the contents of his shield into the bottom of the wagon and jumping down, propped his shield up facing the newcomers. With Trident at hand he readied his pellet bow and waited.

Fred dropped what he was doing and picked up the crossbow from under the wagon seat and loaded a bolt into it. He then went to the back of the wagon and peeked out, keeping hidden until the riders came close enough to see whether they would be friends of foes.

As they approached Korindal began to suspect the origin of the riders' clothing and mounts. “Looks like they could have come from Eagle Claw Tower. I guess we'll know their intentions soon enough.”

Fred felt a little better. “Hey, if they were at the tower maybe they met with Belgrin or Borgamac! You know, I miss them both sometimes.” Fred put his hand on the crude elephant talisman that Belgrin had given him. “Yep, sometimes I miss Belgrin.”

“Maybe so,” Krak replied to Fred. “But just in case the kobold trading post offers the same, let's be cautious,” he replied to all.

Thorny saw one of the dark humanoids draw a bow and assuming it contained an arrow, reined in on his mount to slow it's pace. He sent a questioning glance to Tre-Llanna, who he thought would know best what exactly they were facing. He then slowly reached over and placed his hand on his axe under the concealment of the aba. He also made ready for a charge, as whatever the black beings were, they seem to be prepared for them already. There also seemed to be others milling around and he silently cursed himself for not spotting this band before running into them.

Tre-Llanna watched with interest the activity going on around the two wagons. When she saw one of the figures with a bow in hand, she also casually brought her own crossbow into a more ready position. At Thorny's glance she nodded to indicate that they should continue. She still remembered hearing at the Eagle Claw Tower that other groups had gone out before them. This could be one of them. Still, she was cautious on their approach, scanning the immediate area for any signs of other trouble.

Ignoring the aching cries of his body for a few more moments, Korindal stepped out into the open with his right hand held up in greeting, bow down at his side, and arrow still on the string only held in place by his left hand. Once he felt the riders were close enough to hear, he yelled, “Hail travelers! What brings you to this lovely patch of barren wasteland!”

Thorny heard this but was more preoccupied with the movement happening in the background and the possibility of hidden dangers approaching from either flank.

Kao'Raq bowed his head for a full minute in prayer. When he raised his head his eyes were blank as he looked into the soul of each one standing outside the wagons to determine an evil presence or not. No one he could see contained any darkness.

Tre, on the other hand, smiled a little as she thought she detected a familiar lilt to his speech. Taking a chance that she was correct, Tre replied in elven, “Hail and well met fellow traveler. This lovely patch of barren wasteland is part of our journey, for traveling from the Tower to the Citadel, our path lay this way.”

Korindal did not expect to hear a reply in elven and with the voice of a woman! Surprised but relieved Korindal replied in elven as well, “If you travel to the Citadel then we share the same path.”

When Fred heard the un-mistakenly female voice of Tre-Llanna, he whispered, “A woman! Of all the times, gods blood I look a fright and here comes a woman! Llebreknit give me strength!” Diving into his clothes he quickly put on his other aba and jammed a wildly colorful hat on his very sore and very tender head. “OUCH AND DAMNATION THIS HAD BETTER BE WORTH IT!” he hissed.

Krak relaxed a little as one of the riders addressed the group in elven, and sounded female. Even though he didn't understand what had been said, he trusted Korindal's judgement, and anyone speaking elven couldn't be all that bad can they? Krak was not all that surprised at the female presence, for dwarven female warriors were almost as common as male ones.

Thinking of the appearance of he and his companions for the first time, Korindal looked down at his charred aba and soot covered hands. Realizing the futility of any attempt to clean himself up at the moment he added, “Please excuse our appearance. We had a problem with some large spiders and a fire and… well that's a long story. If you don't intend to rob or kill us, perhaps we could talk about our travels without the yelling and drawn weapons?”

Tre-Llanna smiled and nodded an 'OK' to her two companions. Then switching to Common she replied, “It seemed we have just missed some fun.”

With that they made their final approach and dismounted.

Meanwhile Fred had emerged from the wagon and had joined Korindal. He had an enormous smile on his face and, not thinking, ripped the wildly colored hat off his head to offer a bow to the oncoming trio, especially the female, and was stunned into silence by the pain he had just inflicted on himself. In the few minutes that the hat had been sitting on his head, the hat had already adhered to the scabs that were forming on his burned scalp.

Trying to breathe through the pain Fred looked like a dirty fish out of water, his mouth working and his eyes leaking tears of pain. A tiny ‘Ouch’ is all he got through his gritted teeth. But being a performer, he managed to stand upright and perform a very courtly bow towards the trio. However, he did not place the hat back on his head. He may act dumb sometimes, but he was not usually stupid.

Looking up through teary eyes at the oncoming trio, Fred finally had the breath to utter a greeting. “Welcome to our camp, fellow travelers. You are most welcome. We will be preparing for dinner soon. Won’t you please join us?”

Scanning the area warily Tre-Llanna asked, “Is it safe? Are you certain that you got them all?”

Fred, looking marvelous in his dirty and wrinkled (but at least uncharred) spare aba, his still somewhat sooty face, arms, legs, and hairless head were set off nicely by the wildly colored hat now clutched desperately in his hands replied, “All of the monsters were cleared from their vile den. You are completely safe here, my dear. Let me make some introductions. I am Fred. The young and handsome elf next to me is Korindal. The doughty dwarf by the shield over there is the noble Krak. Over there next to the wagon are our other two friends. The tall thin one in front is Orlorin. Behind him is the inimitable Fata. We all greet you!”

“I am called Tre-Llanna,” the female elf replied smiling under her aba at the antics of the singed human.

Korindal was about to introduce himself when Fred started in with his own rather generous introduction of the group. He merely nodded to the visitors when his name came around. Now Korindal chipped in. “We've found few friends out in the desert, just one actually until now, and he wasn't very pleasant. Pleased to meet you all. Oh by the way, Fred, Krak, and I were the ones down in the spider tunnels. Orlorin looks and smells like that all the time,” he said with a snicker.

Meanwhile Krak decided to join his friends. As he uncocked his pellet bow, he realized that the string was damaged more than he was comfortable with. ‘Time to deal with that later’ he thought. Unpropping his shield he set it back to its normal configuration. Hefting his trident he approached the newcomers with Korindal and Fred.

In a heavily dwarven accented common, Krak joined the group, “The bard's famous last words. You are as safe here as we are. Which isn't saying much, as the spiders came from underground, right from under our feet. So don't relax too much. And NO one is safe around Fred. Either from his incessant ranting, or his cooking. So if'n you have a mind to move on, do so, but stay here with us at your peril. You be warned.” Krak's eyes squinted as he smiled, a smile now more visible since his eyebrows and beard were singed and somewhat shorter.

Tre-Llanna’s smile broadened at the dwarf’s take on the situation.

Orlorin then approached and nodded and bowed slightly towards the travelers, “Greetings. If any of you are in need of shoe repair, please bring them to me. We'll have no unhappy feet here!”

Orlorins’ thin, unkempt appearance did not convey any such confidence. His face was pockmarked with years of neglected personal hygiene and his teeth were the color of ripe corn. Thin tendrils of matted hair obscured most of his face and neck.

Kao'Raq quietly studied the charred cast of adventurers. He hadn’t detected any evil aura about them but they certainly smelled evil. This thought struck him as odd and he took a deep breath. Doing so brought the smell of burnt hair and a few other things that didn't smell very good when burnt. The desert wind usually picked up a bit at night, so he hoped the smell would pass soon.

When Krak approached and spoke up he paid particular attention to him, the likes of which he had never seen before. He liked Krak immediately, and quickly realized that the dwarf reminded him of his crusty Uncle John. Of course his uncle had been much taller than Krak… or had he merely been much shorter?

He sought a sign from Umaria, but found none. In its absence he followed the lead of his guide. Dismounting he introduced himself. “I am called Kao'Raq.”

Krak's eyebrows rose a little, as the sound of the name sounded peculiarly like 'Krak' to the dwarf. ‘Must be me ears full of sand and spider goo.’ Krak took a liking to the guy. ‘We need some good warrior discipline around here to keep this half-witted bard in check.’

Thorny, to follow suit, nudged his camel in the right place to get it to kneel as well but the brute had decided that this would be a particularly grand time to assert his stubborness and remained standing. Thorny fruitlessly tried to get the beast to kneel and soon decided there was nothing else to do but climb down from his mount.

With one foot out of a stirrup he was about to jump down when his other foot appeared snagged in its stirrup. Struggling with the stirrup he finally plopped himself to the ground, but not before the axe he was holding got whipped out from its concealment as a balance to counteract his plunge.

Realizing that all eyes must surely be on him now he stood rigidly and then turned to meet them. Slowly he pulled his headgear off and bowed slightly, a faint attempt at repeating the performance made by Fred. The removal of the headgear revealed a short, sandy haired boy whose face, although dirty, was currently a bright shade of red. “I would be Bertram Nettles, sirs.” Clearing his throat he added, “Umm... Pleased to meet you.” He quickly added rather insincerely, “I'm sure.”

At this the brute must have figured it had proven its point sufficiently and knelt down all on its own. Thorny turned and glared madly at it in frustration and raised his axe threateningly but then put is away.

With her party now introduced, she looked over to her two traveling companions and came back to the subject of joining the wagon train. “If it is alright with my comrades, I believe it would be wise to share your camp for the night. After that,” she shrugged her shoulders, “who knows what will happen.”

Fred was quite pleased with the introductions from the new group. The strong but fumble footed young lad, Thorny, seemed like a likable chap. The elven maid, Tre-Llanna, was absolutely ENCHANTING and silently Fred wondered if she was married or available! Surely his other three wives would not object to such a fine helpmate! And the stiff upright young fighter, Kao’Raq, looked like a knight in training. Fred sighed at this as his type so often died young, and could be so-o-o-o-o hide bound, what with questing and fighting evil and saving souls, and all that drivel.

Fred bowed again and said “Excuse me, but I must get to setting up our dinner. Our dining experience this evening will include camel flambe, tender young asparagus tips in a rich wine sauce, grilled mushrooms, and rice pilaf.”

Krak belted out, “Where'd you get the mushrooms? I haven't seen any mushrooms!” then shook his head.

The incredulous looks coming from his camp mates caused Fred to exclaim, “Well, everything doesn't have to taste like chicken, you know!”

When the bard left Krak said, “Don't believe him about all that fancy stuff. It'll be camel, and it'll taste like camel, 'cause that's all he's got! Unless you favor crispy spiderlings. Come on to the wagons and take a rest while Fred gets the camel butchered. And NO, we don't usually eat our mounts! That was Spitter, and the spider got him, so we're just making good use of him. There's not much to eat out here so we do what we must. You can tie your camel reins to our second wagon. Don't want 'em to spook off at the smell of their dead brother.” He then went to retrieve his goblin spears and what was left of the rope used to get down into the spider tunnels.

Fred overheard Krak’s comments and as he took out his knives and began the carving he quietly muttered, “Hmmph, So the dwarf thinks me an addle-patted twit and talking nonsense regarding tonight's menu. I will DAZZLE them with this meal! Wait until he sees what I, Hoofmouth Tungblatt, almost world famous thespian and chef extraordinaire' can do with a fresh supply of meat, some rice and a few spices from my personal stores, and just maybe a couple of gustatory surprises. Methinks all will be pleased!”

Then Fred delved into the butchering process, his amazingly sharp knives moving around in a blur of motion, expertly cutting away skin, bone, sinew, and organs, leaving only the choicest parts of the animal. He avoided the area of Spitter's corpse that the spider had been munching on and cut the unusable parts up and tossed them into the hole.

While he worked on Spitter he suggested, “Folks, there is still a couple of hours of light remaining. If we can use one of your camels to help pull the lead wagon,” Fred pointed to the new trio of camels that had just arrived, “I think we ought to maybe move an hour or so down the road. The scavengers will be after this stuff and we don't need to be between the scavengers and their meal. Then we can make camp and I can cook the meal I just mentioned.”

As he worked away, he started singing some of tunes from the musical he was playing in for the Meat-Cutter's Guild just a week before they departed on this trek, Little Chop of Horrors! and What Will I Stew Without You!
Korindal, tired, hurt, and burned, took the opportunity to tend to himself while Fred worked on cutting Spitter up.

“Now if you don't mind I'm going to sit down,” he said and excused himself. Walking over to his wagon he sat on the tailgate and gingerly removed his charred and dirty aba. What looked like just another large stain on the blackened aba was actually a rather bloody shoulder wound. Removing the upper portion of his armor revealed nasty looking punctures that looked even worse with the surrounding inflammation due to the spider poison. Not really able to turn his head far enough to see it, Korindal asked, “How bad is it? Hurts like the abyss!” Though he tried to put up a brave front, it was easy to see that he was not doing very well.

Kao'Raq respectably approached Korindal and helped as best he could, cleansing and dressing the wound. When he was finished cleansing the wound, just before he applied the dressing, he put his hand on Korindal’s shoulder and closed his eyes while whispering a prayer. Korindal immediately felt some relief.

Kao'Raq then quietly made his way over to the chef. “Uhmm, Fred, what a curios name. I must inform you that I do not eat flesh, so please take no offense as I eat selectively tonight and supplement what I am sure will be a sumptuous fare with my own ration of fruitbread.”

Fred looked up and down the strapping young man's body and tilted his head to one side, then to the other. Still looking at him and said, “You sir are an odd duck, indeed! A misguided fool! An idiot! We are creatures of flesh, we are omnivores. That means we eat meat as well as vegetables. We are not rabbits that can only eat vegetables. Why in the name of all that is holy do you eschew chewing meat? I know of no religion that would promote this addle-brained idea. But if one exists, I sure as heck won't join it!” Fred shook his head, never taking his eyes off the warrior. All the while, the knife in Fred's hand never stopped, the hand and the knife continued on cutting exactly where they needed to cut, seemingly not needing his actual conscious attention to complete their task in a brisk and efficient manner.

Sighing and finally breaking eye contact, Fred looked down at his work and said “I will be making some non-meat side dishes and rice. I will increase their portion so that you will be able to gorge yourself on the rabbit food and you can save your own stores for when food is scarcer.

Fred then looked up again at Kao’Raq's eyes and added, “I'll see to your wishes, boy, but something about you just ain't right!”

“I thank you for your understanding,” Kao'Raq said and turned to leave. He paused momentarily, sighed, then turned back and added, “Since you asked 'why', I shall tell you. On the ninth plane of hell, the devil torments sinners by peeling their flesh from their conscious bodies and feeding it to them... for all eternity. I know this from one who has been there and back, and knowing this I am far more content to feed on your side dishes and rice.”

The bard paused for a second and then just shook his head and finished tossing an inedible portion of Spitter over into the garbage pit that used to be the spider's hole where it hit the previous cast off parts with a satisfying 'SPLAT'.

With no further explanation Kao’Raq left to take care of his camel and see what other plans were being made.

Finished with his discussion with Kao’Raq and once again completely absorbed by the task at hand, Fred grinned and muttered more to himself than anyone else “I have never had this much enjoyment from working with camels before!”

Fred then went back to singing another song from the Meat-Cutter's play, a quirky little love ballad called I left my heart in Sanfran Sik's Skull.

While Fred toke his time with the butchering, had Krak taken his spot on the wagon and kept watch, rotating back and forth in an arc for anything else coming their way, either afoot or a-wing. Krak, heard Fred and Kao'Rak discuss the virtues of meat versus non-meat, and after what they had eaten so far, a non-meat diet didn't sound so bad, especially for one who loved mushrooms, the purple polka-dotted kind.

It took Fred about an hour to complete the messy job. When he was done he cleaned up as best he could then re-sharpened his knives. When he was finished one of the new camels had already been hitched up to take Spitter’s place and it appeared everything was set to go.

“Okay folks, we can move on out now. We have a couple of hours of light left and we need to put some distance between us and this mess here. Shall we get a move on?”

Fred and Fata took their positions at the lead of the first wagon, and Krak rode the second wagon with Orlorin walking beside the dwarf.

Fred made one more comment before the wagons started moving.

“You know, it might make sense for whichever two of you are riding to make a sort of patrol ahead of us and scout out the area a bit. The last one could walk here by me and I'll fill you in on all that has befallen our caravan since we left the city. I have been developing a song about it. Would you like to hear it?”

Tre-Llanna weighed the options of scouting ahead or listening to a twisted tale. Scouting didn't seem like such a bad idea. She got back on her camel and with crossbow at the ready rode out ahead, keeping alert for any signs of trouble.

Fred looked crushed when he saw the pretty adventurer choose to scout. ‘Drat, I had hoped to have her company for the next hour or so. Ah well, maybe I can talk more with Kao’Raq, or perhaps learn something from the quiet one over there,’ he said to himself while looking back end forth at the two left.

Kao'Raq quickly debated the matter in his mind. He was certain that The Guide should lead, and had realized that Bertram was much more comfortable in the outdoors than he was, but he did not want to hear more tales of cooking meat. When Tre-Llanna mounted up, his chivalrous nature kicked in to decide the matter. She may have need of his protection. He quickly mounted the last camel and fell in beside her saying only, “I too shall scout ahead.”

Tre nodded at Kao's approach. “Good, we'll divide the area. You keep an eye over there,” she swept her arm to the left of their path, “and I'll keep an eye over here,” sweeping her arm to the right. “If you see anything, give a holler.”

Seeing the stout young lad looking longingly after the other two, Fred went over to the young man and asked, “Have I told you that I am an almost world famous thespian?”

Fred put his arm around Thorny and led him over to Fred's normal marching position to the right of and ahead of the lead camel of the first wagon.

Krak simply smiled at the newcomer’s predicament.
Before taking off, Tre-Llanna took a quick glance back and saw that the boisterous human had gotten a hold of Thorny. She shook her head then took off, Kao’Raq following alongside, and began the scouting. ‘Poor fella. But still, he has no one to blame but himself. He should have been quicker to jump up on the camel.’

The caravan started moving again and Fred started filling Thorny in on his life story, his cooking tales and how the caravan got to where they were, not leaving a thing out.

To Thorny, Fred seemed to be a storehouse of knowledge and opinion and was quite long winded to boot. It was something that overwhelmed Thorny to the point of his giving in entirely to listening and he spoke only when prompted to.

As Fred rattled on Thorny’s mind began to wander and he was reminded how back at his home, deep, thorough conversation was not encouraged. It was not at all something he was accustomed to. Most people usually tried to avoid those bearing the mark of Nettle and so a typical conversation would proceed as follows:


“Hello there sir! My Da had me come in for the...”
“Bugger off!”

Usually only a question of immediate concern would be asked and then only after careful consideration.

For the most part, the talk with Fred was pleasant. It did however mimic the drone of bees in spring, or at least that was what was on Thorny's mind during much of it. Several times in fact he had to be asked repeatedly to respond when he lost track of the ‘conversation’.

Finally, after a long while, Fred took a moment to wet his whistle and Thorny collected himself enough to ask a question or two of his own.

“What's a thespian? Oh, I see. One of them singing, dancing fellows that always seem to be hanging around taverns and such? I've met several that came through the village I lived near. Met is a strong word really. I should say that I've seen a couple. They never tarried too long there. Mostly people would spread the word around that some entertainer or other was in and we would all arrive in time to hear of his passing. I suppose they were needed elsewhere. Being so famous must make you performers always in demand I would guess.”

“You haven't by any chance done any puppetry have you? I did actually happen to meet a puppeteer. Now there was a performer! The poor man however was tarred and feathered and booted from the county when some complained about certain portions of his act. I didn't see what all the fuss was about myself. What I repeated to my mother certainly didn't warrant all that soap I had to eat either.”

Fred was surprised when Thorny was able to squeeze a word in edgewise into Fred's conversation and Thorny's recounting of the puppeteer gave him pause. He had known about that incident.

His late mother told him, as she cuffed him in the ear to make sure he was listening to her, that his cousin Rupert Tungblatt, the puppeteer, was too stupid to live. (Well, since Rupert did not survive the tarring and feathering episode, obviously Momma was right!) And if she ever, EVER! heard that Fred got himself into that same predicament she would find his body, pay good coin to have him resurrected, and then kill him all over again, and this time Momma would do it right! ‘Have you got that straight now you little weasel?’ asked his beloved mother. ‘Yes, Mama!’

Fred's eyes glistened at the thought of his sainted mother!

Fred then realized that the conversation with Thorny had lagged so he picked up right where he had left off before Thorny interrupted him when he had stopped to take a drink. ‘Such a polite boy!’ Fred mused. ‘Too bad he talks so much!’

“Where was I… Oh yes, Then on my FIFTH birthday, I…”

Krak's earlier smile had faded long ago as the bard's voice carried on the wind hither and yonder as the wind blew. ‘He'll either attract every beast from around here that can hear, or scare 'em away. Too late to shut 'im up now, but this ain't gonna go on tomorrow.’ And Krak started formulating ways to shut the bard up.

As Thorny was trying his best to focus on anything other than the eloquent and quite verbose bard, he noticed a few things about the wagons and their crew. The camels seemed to be far better maintained than his own. As a matter of fact, his camel immediately took a liking to the wagon since he was offered a feed bag and water bucket before beginning his journey. The other camels didn't seem to have even used a portion of their hump. Judging by the slosh in the water barrels, it also appeared that the water barrels were relatively full.

This struck Thorny as quite odd. This wagon crew had been in the desert for probably over a week and yet they hadn't depleted any of their water supplies. Watching the group he saw normal water consumption. The group didn't seem to be doing without by any means. The other thing that caught Thorny’s attention was that the smell of dung never left, even after traveled several miles. Then, when a camel dumped a mass of dunk, he took a quick glance around and saw the explanation. Fata expertly scooped up the pile, on the move, and shoveled it into a canvas tied underneath the wagon where a large pile of dung had already been gathered.

Naught was seen by the scouts as they led the group. After about two hours journey the scouts selected a decent campsite and waited for the wagon to catch up. After a few minutes, Fred's voice distinctly carried across the wind extolling the virtues of being an entertainer to Thorny who by then could pass for a zombie if people didn't know better.

“And then when I was sixteen there was this beautiful redhead… oh wait, we have arrived it seems! Our intrepid scouts have staked out a campground! Well, if you will excuse me Thorny, I have to detach the camels and feed and water them. And then start on dinner!”

Fred then noticed the lad seemed to be in a stupor. He had to physically stop Thorny and shake him once or twice to bring him around. ‘Bright boy, too bad about whatever affliction he has causing him to go numb like that!’ Fred thought, shaking his head in pity.

Soon enough the wagons came to a stop where Tre-Llanna and Kao’Raq waited and Fred and Fata began immediately to unhitch the camels and feed and water them. The others went about making camp as usual. By the time Fred and Fata were finished with the animals the campfire was ready and Fred got down to preparing dinner. He boiled some water and made rice and then put some of the choicer bits of the camel meat on a spit and put it over the fire. He then let the smells draw the group to dinner.

For Thorny and the other two, the smell of dung fire and food intermingled very unpleasantly but the others were used to it.

For the hour or so that dinner was being prepared Fred told the newcomers all the details about the ettin fight, the battle with the hobgoblins, and the bloodhawk attack . Looking Kao’Raq straight in the eyes he added, “Of course, those blood-hawks did make a tasty treat that night for dinner!”

Thorny, who was busy with a needle and thread attempting to fashion a makeshift scabbard for his large knife out of the sturdy cloth he had purchased from Mrs. Gundapoor, looked up from his work and mentioned that the hide armor he purchased at the Eagle Claw Tower was Ettin hide made by Helga, apparently from the same ettin Fred had described. This excited Fred to no end, who wanted to look it over in detail.

Meanwhile, Krak took several of the hobgoblin shields and the goblin spears and set them up in the wagons, one in front and one in back, to look like someone was on guard then helped out around camp. He took the water barrels and other supplies from the newcomers and spread them out among the two wagons, mostly on the second wagon. “If you two are going to be scouts, you'll not want to be carrying all this,” he commented.

Tre helped get camp set up and then, with the sun setting and the temperature becoming more tolerable, she finally removed the aba's headdress, giving the caravaners their first glimpse of the elvish woman.

When supper was nearly done Fred went over to the pot and unbeknownst to everyone else, tried some new magic to enhance the food. He had learned the Cantrip spell from Jaelron and thought it a good time to try it out. The Cantrip spell was the wizard apprentice’s first magic spell to learn and the energies could be fashioned for many simple purposes, from dusting, drying, cleaning, and any mundane task the wizard had enough imagination to conceive. Fred, being the culinary expert, believed he could use the spell to make supper look and taste like his favorite food, Mom’s Pot Roast, with a healthy portion of polka dotted mushrooms for Krak’s benefit. On the water barrel they were going to drink out of he used the Cantrip spell to make it taste like the finest elven wine, for Korindal’s benefit.

Finally supper was ready and Fred served up the camel ‘Pot Roast’.

The smell of the food got Krak in a good mood and when dinner was served, he almost fell over laughing at Fred's attempt at purple polka dotted mushrooms. They more resembled someone’s festering boils. Knowing the bard had never seen one, much less tasted one, he was curious as to what they would taste like and ignoring their looks, ate the fake mushrooms anyway, without comment. He was not mean enough to tell the cook that polka dot mushrooms of all varieties didn't really look much like common mushrooms at all. So he led the bard along, munching and slurping as if everything was as it appeared to be. ‘I doubt the gnomes will have any, but it would be worth my pay to have a helping served to the bard and see his reaction,’ Krak mused with a smile. Fred also didn’t know that Dwarves have a hardy constitution and a stronger defense against poisons, and although many mushrooms were harmless, the polka dot ones weren't. Not that one or two would kill anyone, but it wouldn't be pleasant. The fact that his mother craved the polka dot ones was a testimony to her hardiness, and that of his father, who had to gather them.

Having watched Fred prepare the meal, Tre-Llanna saw through the attempt at deception and decided that a willing suspension of disbelief was probably the best way to go. While eating and drinking she let the simple spells convince her taste buds, and therefore had a very enjoyable meal.


Once the meal was done and the cleanup was underway, Fred tried to raise everyone’s spirits by singing a couple of songs to make all feel that they had just taken part in a wonderful meal and bring a bonhomie feeling towards each other.

One last item Fred had to attend to before he put everything up for the night. He set up a makeshift smoker to make jerky out of the camel meat and thus preserve it.

Between jerked squirrel, which was just about gone, the smoked blood hawk, and now the smoked camel meat, the group had been pretty well fed and had not chewed into their trail rations as much as they had anticipated. In fact they had more trail supplies in the wagon now than they had when they started. ‘Talk about living off the land!’ Fred thought. His rice stock was now halved and his spices were being used up, but all in all they were in good shape, even with the addition of Thorny, Kao-rak, and the lovely Tre-lana.

Looking over the water barrels, though, Fred saw that he needed to let Fata know they needed to set up a Water Replenishment Rite that evening so that they could refill the water barrels. The new camels had drunk quite a bit. With Belgrin gone, it was a good thing that Fred was getting in real tight with Llebreknit. When Fred finished his inventory he asked Krak to help him pull out the empty water barrels so they could do the water replenishment thing.

“Hey Krak, I have moved the emptier barrels to the end of the wagon. Could you gather them together so we can all get together for another Water Making ritual to refill them? I'll go get Fata. We can't do without him making water first. All we really do is add to what he puts in, but every drop helps, you know!” Fred said as he walked down to where the druid rested.

At Fred's suggestion, Krak arranged the empty water barrels then went over to the three newcomers.

“You three are welcome to join us in the water making ceremony. Duffus over there thinks that if we all get in a circle and hold hands, our druid can create more water than normal. I've my doubts but SOMETHING works, as we've not had any water shortages despite loosing a whole barrel of water to an ogre. Only two words of caution. First to Tre-Llanna, you might not want to hold the bard's hand, and second, to all of you, hold Orlorin's hand at your discretion. No one knows where it's been.”

“Water witching? I understand now where your water has been coming from. It must be difficult to do in this place isn't it?” Thorny asked.

Krak simply smiled. “Apparently, all you need is some water and a lot of Faith. Oh, and a druid.”

Krak then returned to the water barrels and got ready for the ceremony.

Tre-Llanna thought, ‘Well, since it seems that we've thrown in with this lot I suppose it's only right to help out with the water. Hope I don't have to believe to hard.’ Then she walked over to the group congregating by the barrels followed by Thorny and Kao. Taking the surprisingly sarcastic Dwarf’s advice she stayed near her two friends.

Fata looked at the motley group but didn't say a thing. He concentrated upon the Spirits of Water, asking for their gift in such a desolate place. He also asked his totem, Owl, to aid him in his request.

As the rest of the group stood in a ring around the druid the barrels in the center of the ring began to bubble with quickly rising water. No one really felt anything other than a breeze and the blowing of sand. It was a peaceful event. Twenty-four gallons were created. This filled up all of the wagons' barrels and replaced five of the twelve gallons used by the new trio on their journey so far.

When it was over Fata spoke to Thorny, “I thank you for the use of your steed. May this gift of life-giving water help to repay any hindrance caused by your delay.” He then went over to Korindal and placing his hands upon him began asking Earth, and Owl, to seal the elf’s wounds and cleanse any infection. Grabbin up a handful of sand, he applied the sand to Korindal's wounds. The sand turned black as it leeched away unclean things and then with a quick motion Fata wiped the sand away from Korindal's newly healed wounds.

“Ah, much better,” Korindal thanked Fata.

The druid then gathered up his healing back and re-applied ointment to Fred and Krak’s burns and put fresh bandages on them.

“Thank you, Fata, for helping heal the worst of the burns. Perhaps some rest will allow the remainder of the healing to work on it's own,” Fred beamed.

The two then went to feed and water the camels while Krak enlisted the help of Koa’Raq and Thorny to reload the water barrels onto the wagons. During the reloading process Kao’Raq’s awe-struck gaze remained fixed on the full water barrels. He had not seen such a rite before, and wished he could do it himself.

By the time this was complete the animals were taken care of, camp was cleaned up, and it was time to sit back and relax, or listen to Fred.

However Fred was now thoroughly bushed and ready to rest himself. “My good friends, I need to ask for dispensation from guard duty this night as I need to rest and recuperate my powers.” To answer him he felt the wind pick up as everyone gave a deep sigh of relief! So he promptly climbed into the first wagon and using his armor for a pillow, and keeping his weapons next to him, he spread out his bedroll and was quickly asleep.

Krak contemplated the change in the guard, now that there were three more.

“Kao'Rak and I can take the last shift, Korindal and Thorny can take the second shift, and Tre-Llanna and Orlorin can take the first shift. That will give each shift someone that can see with infravision. Fata and Fred can rest the full night and regain their spells. Tomorrow night, if it works, Orlorin can have the whole night off and Fred can take his place.”

Once said that, Krak realized that he had paired Fred up with the elf woman. He scowled then said, “That's just my idea. I'll listen to others,” and looked at Tre-Llanna.

“If no one objects, I would prefer to take the first shift,” Kao'Raq said absently, “for I am more comfortable sleeping late than waking early.”

“Very well, then. You and Tre-Llanna take the first and Orlorin and I will take the last,” Krak suggested. “How does that sound to everyone?”

Tre-Llanna shrugged her shoulders. “Sounds good to me. First watch or last watch, doesn't make much difference.”

Kao'Raq gave a silent nod toward Tre-Llanna. Once again, Umaria had made it possible for him to watch over his guide. He grew increasingly certain that Her vigilance was with them, and that could only mean that he was making progress in his quest for the devil.

Korindal accepted the guard shift without comment. That's what he was there for after all.

With that settled, Krak headed towards his wagon. The days had been long and his watch duty would be due soon. He took his straw mat out of the wagon and unrolled it on the ground near his wagon. He removed his armor, as usual, and brushed any dirt or sand form the creases of the scale pieces. Placing his trident and shield beside him, he rolled up his aba and used it as a pillow. Next he took his blanket and tried to get comfortable on the mat. Soon enough he was asleep.

The night passed on and the guard shifts took their turns without incident.

Krak was awakened for his turn at watch and asked if there's been anything unusual and what kind of night sounds had been heard. He then donned his armor again, making sure nothing had crawled into it during the night. He then climbed upon his wagon, and with shield and trident readied, kept watch as best he could. He often peeked around the edge of the canvas as much as he could without loosing his balance to get a view towards the back of the wagon as much as the front and sides. Thus the last of the night passed smoothly.

***** * * * *****

