Book 49 – Lost in the desert
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A young boy stared over the endless rolling dunes of the Sahara Desert when his foot sank through a thin sand bank. As he slipped, a rough, strong hand clasped his cloak’s collar and pulled him to his feet. 
“Keep your eyes forward, Gareth,” the boy’s father said from behind. “You fall, that’s a long climb back up.”
Gareth nodded solemnly as he peered down the slope of the dune, he and the trade caravan walked along. Ahead, a camel trotted sure-footed through the sand with sacks of barley and wheat strapped to its back. The camel’s tail twitched and at least half a dozen large, fist-sized droppings fell to the sand in front of him. Most of the camel dung rolled down the dune; the two which stubbornly stuck on the top of the dune, Gareth kicked to the side with his feet.  
“Are there any oases nearby, father?” 
A grunt echoed from behind him as his father ruminated upon the question. “No son, but the village is less than a day’s travel now. Remember to stay close to me when we get there. The village has suffered drought for quite some time. The grain and water we bring will be highly sought after, and people do crazy things for food and water when hungry and thirsty.”
“I know, father. I’ll be like your shadow, I promise.”
“Sandstorm!” A voice bellowed from the front of the caravan.
Gareth peered ahead in search of the storm, but all he saw was the backend of the camel ahead of him. 
“Get to low ground, now!”
The same voice as before yelled.
The caravan ahead of them hastened their pace, and Gareth’s father reached over him and slapped the camel ahead on the arse to quicken its stride. As they descended the slope, the wind started to pick up the sand around them.
Soon, the sand, carried by the wind, whipped against their clothes. Gareth wrapped his shemagh, a linen cloth headdress, around his face to protect his mouth and nose and shielded his eyes with his hand. 
The camel ahead of him snorted and stamped its hooves. 
“Keep the camel calm,” Gareth’s father yelled to the men ahead of them.
By the time they reached flat ground, most of the caravan had erected tents at the foot of a dune. Gareth’s father whisked past him and pulled his own tent from the back of the camel. 
“Settle the camel, Gareth, as we erect the tents.”
The camel’s handler bequeathed the reigns to Gareth and went to aid Gareth’s father with the tent. Gareth stroked the camel’s snout as he hollered at the camel to sit, but the camel refused to comply. Instead, its eyes wandered and the camel fought against his hold on the reigns. 
“It’s too spooked, father. The camel won’t sit.”
Gareth walked to the side of the camel and rubbed its belly, all the while, he continued to holler at it. The camel kicked and knocked against Gareth, who fell from his feet, but midfall, his arm wrapped within the ropes holding the sacks against the camel’s back. 
Within moments, Gareth’s legs swept against the ground and his arm yanked his body forward as the camel fled across the desert at full gallop. Gareth pulled at his arm, but there was nothing he could do as the camel dragged him across the desert, and he soon fell limp from exhaustion and dangled against the camel’s side as the storm fell upon them and blanketed them in a thick coat of sand. 
The cloth of his shemagh quickly filled with sand and soon he struggled to breathe, and so did the camel, for it skidded to a halt and crashed against the sand. Luckily, the camel avoided crushing him as it slumped against the ground, and with his knees firmly planted on the ground, Gareth pulled his hand free from the tangled ropes. His arm hanged limp from his shoulder and numb to its surrounding, but it was otherwise unharmed. He rubbed it until the blood returned to his arm and the numbness disappeared. 
All around him, sand whistled and whipped in the air, shrouding any light from the sand, but even if there was any light, Gareth dared not open his eyes as he fumbled along the camel in search of another tent. He soon found a tent strapped on the other side of the camel, and from touch a lone, he erected it near the camel’s head. 
Once erected, he opened his eyes. The thin, white walls of the tent thumped inward at him, but they defended him from the sand, and at the tent’s entrance lied the camel’s head. Its nose snorted in rushed and short breaths. 
Gareth pulled the camel’s head toward him, removed his shemagh and wiped the camel’s nose and eyes clear of the sand.  As soon as he did, the camel looked up at him and its breath calmed.
“You’ve got us in quite a troubled situation,” he remarked even though he knew the camel couldn’t understand him. 
Eventually, the sandstorm passed, and Gareth crawled out the tent. Sand had piled knee deep around the tent and camel’s body throughout the storm. He dismantled the tent as the camel rose to its feet and watched him. Now calm, the camel waited patiently for Gareth’s directions. 
He knew he’d need to climb to the top of a tall sand dune. It was the only chance he had of finding the caravan, and he had to be quick about it, too. The caravan leader was not known for waiting around for stragglers. Life in the desert was a harsh one, but one he at least knew well. 
He fastened the tent to the camel’s back and spotted a tall sand dune in the distance. He grabbed the camel’s reigns and began his lone journey.
By the time he reached the top of the sand dune, the sun had sunk close to the horizon. Within the red-soaked sky, he scanned the desert plains for movement. Afar in the distance, a small trail of white flickered against the crimson horizon. A flag of some type. Upon further inspection, he recognised it as a shemagh tied to a tent pole. He now at least knew where to go.
The sun shone directly on his back as he stared at the flag, so in the morning, as long as he travelled toward the sun, he’d find the flag. With a grin, he herded the camel to the base of the sand dune and erected the tent for the night.          
The next morning, as soon as the sun’s punishing heat returned to the sky, Gareth embarked toward the flag. Ahead, he watched as the small silhouette of the make-shift flag drew closer, and by noon, he had eventually climbed to the top of the dune where the flag awaited him.
A small note flapped against the few gusts of dry wind and at the base of the pole lied a waterskin. He leapt at the waterskin and guzzled the water with unyielding fervour. The water softened his dry, cracked lips and soothed his sore throat. It had only been a day he travelled without water, but in such heat, a day without water felt like three. 
After he quenched his thirst, mindful to save more water for the remainder of his trip, he read the note attached to the pole. It read:
 ‘Son, I’m confident you’ll find this note. You’re as smart as any of us, and I have faith you’ll find your way. The village is directly north from here. The caravan will leave more markings as we travel. Follow them and keep the morning sun to your right, and you’ll find the village within a day’s trek.’
Brimming with hope now he knew where to travel, he smiled, grabbed the tent pole and shemagh, packed them on the camel and lead the camel down the dune. 
It was now noon, so the sun had ascended to almost directly above him, but he knew where the morning sun rose, so he knew where to travel. He constantly scanned the bare landscape as he walked in search for another flag. Not long after he left the first flag, he spotted another far in the distance.
He reached the second flag as the sun descended on his left. This time, there was no note, nor water skin. Thankfully, he had decided to be prudent with the water already bestowed to him. He packed up the tent pole and shemagh as he did before and packed them on his camel then continued his trek north in search for the next flag. 
When he arrived at the third flag, the sun now teetered above the horizon. The day’s unforgiving heat now subsided and was replaced by a cool evening breeze. His stomach growled with hunger and his water skin sagged, mostly empty. He surveyed the horizon. No sign of another flag. Instead, in the distance, he saw feint blotches of light. 
His heart jumped; the village, finally. He wouldn’t arrive at the village until night, but at least his final destination now laid before him within sight. He willed his last remnants of energy and shuffled along the sand with the camel in tow. 
As the sun sank below the horizon, the lights from the village brightened. They beckoned to him like long lost friends. Dazed and exhausted, he walked out of habit until he eventually arrived at the gates of the village. The stars by now twinkled in the sky and the air bit at him with a nasty cold to it.
He collapsed to his knees, absolutely exhausted, hungry and thirsty as his father emerged through the village gate and rushed to him. 
“Gareth!” His father wailed. 
His father collapsed over him and wrapped his bulky, warm arms around him. “I knew you’d make it. I never lost faith in you, son.”
The rest of the caravan waited for me at their camp on the outskirts of the village. Gareth stared at many of the familiar faces. Some he barely knew. They all regarded him with broad smiles and pats on his shoulder or back. Such a warm reception startled him, but he enjoyed it. It was good to be back where he belonged. 
