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MEETINGS
Two and a half week by foot to Toulouse and another through mountain-range beyond, relatively speaking close by. 
 
  He visited Toulouse once before with mother and El’ on a cousins wedding mothers-side, five years ago but remembered surprisingly little from their trip.
 
He had a when, a where, date almost fit promise to Ilsé not to leave before Samhain. 
 
He would have to get going a bit earlier than he promised, to get there on time but vowed if this didn’t work he would come straight back home and work-out a new plan with her. When he told her the why she understood, nodding wisely, giving him permission to leave before promised. Saying it was fine since he was on a strict cosmic timetable, ordered by higher powers, he shook head at her smiling.
 
	«I always thought of you as just my little-baby sis but in the end you might turn out to be the most remarkable person I ever meet.»
 
—————
 
	He left by foot, packed like a mule with double rug-sack and coin enough to last him there and back again with brim. He had asked pa’ for all his remaining savings, just in case. 
 
Either a traveler had to feed himself with coin, or he was deemed to start work-travelling, working the road always got rough. Father warned how employers got tricky-sneaky when you were on the thin.
 
 Lluhan again warned that in the real world, life was not soft as on clan-land, LLew was leaving Reim’s and that always entailed risks. Llew nodded acceptingly, agreed and left.
 
At tavern Magrissa in Toulouse he encountered first clear sign of being on the right track. Tavern hosted a company of bards, sitting round a large table talking, laughing loud, being drunk early eve’.
 
Bards were considered lone-wolf types, seeing several together meant strife or grief old saying went. This group was jokingly having fun, effectively busting myths about how there could never be more than two in the same room without a fight erupting.
 
	Base was not among the seven, LLew followed as an eight man approached the table, carrying eight pints of ale. LLew got seated close enough to eavesdrop, slowly drinking his half. He heard burningman mentioned several times and transit of Mercury as well. He followed the group at a distance to next village but morning after they had left before he woke. He shook head looking down forking road, it did not matter, he knew where here was now, on the right track. 
 
At next and final village, before wilderness stretched hundreds of miles to the ocean he met with a group, odd gathering, obviously heading same direction. 
 
Group was as disparate and mixed as it was strange, Llew approached them and simply asked an elder if they were going to watch the transit of Mercury. Initially man suspected him, being so young, doubting wether he’d be let on by the druids. Then quickly accepted him as part of their group, leaving age-judging to druids. Llew had solved riddle like any other, so good riddance to him. 
 
Several men in the group were older than pa’, some even like grandpa’, Llew walked with them slow pace uphill. 
 
Participants to their group came from all walks of life, careless vagabonds, merchants, bisignis-mogul, farmer, two shepards, several warriors and peace loving monks. The only thing connecting them was they were all men.
 
Llew bonded well with shepard Barian, ten years his elder but age obviously meant less here than in society at large. Some members had participated before, some few old-timers more than once. Although general talk about what happened on burningman was frowned upon, elders in particular were not careful with tongue.
 
Llew learned a lot he did not know about druids during those few days and soon knew well enough what to expect from eistedfodd-burningman. Hallucinogenic drugs and concoctions taking people to other dimensions, experiences that were apparently amazing. Llew did not look much forward to that, hoping trip more voluntary than obligatory. Intuitive feeling he got from the small roadside society, constantly growing in participants, seemed there were few strict rules about whole arrangement. Instead a place you could just be the way you wanted, no worry about what should and shouldn’t, just be. 
 
Four men in the group stood out even in this strange gathering. Llew’s new-found friend Barian knew to tell they were shamans from the far north.
 
Last day’s walk brought them close to the meet-up spot but most still decided to camp one last roadside night before walking final miles at dawn. Transit was three days away still and druids usually did not show up until eve’ before. With druids came the good poison, such that took you else-else-were. 
 
Some eager fellows decided to walk the short remaining stretch by lantern through the dark, to participate at the pre-liftoff parties by the not so bad poisons.
 
«Substances can be offered or traded but never sold, sport.»
 
Barian said, unpacking his bag, Llew was glad him among those deciding to stay, preparing ground for sleeping. Although Barian had never been before, his uncle had twice, that man was one of the strangest in their group. 
 
Most older folk stayed behind, throwing snarky remarks after youngsters leaving into blackn’blue hue’. 
 
Dont’ ruin your appetite. 													You’ll learn. 
 
Many leaving with the vanguard looked scared and anxious joking nervous. Llew decided to stay with the main group since there was no promise of druids tonight anyways. He had not related to anyone except Barian what he was about, why he sought the gathering. 
 
Eve around fire was jolly and a druid joined right before midnight. 
 
He was greeted as anyone, friendly and chipper, not immediately obvious what man joining them really was. He was younger than Llew expected, not peculiar looking in any specific way, rather plain. 
 
But LLew knew almost immediate, knowing what to look for. Tunic had a different stitching, with double-inverted pleat, Llew had observed samples of similar cloth but never seen it worn. Mans badger-bag, a druids badge, partly hidden under poncho pointed him out even more. His behaviour was normal, quite normal, asking to join as had all others. 
 
First he conversed with those sitting close but soon more group-members around campfire recognised that latest newcomer was different.
 
 Soon everyone knew, asking him questions about future, the stars, what kind of weather was predicted for the transit. He spoke easy, laughingly, jokingly, making wordplay while answering, having no problems with suddenly becoming centre of attention. His way of talking and explaining made a great impression on Llew, who again pondered that El’ would have made a much better candidate for druidhood. 
 
People sitting around campfire kept getting up to go pee as others moved in to get closer the druid. Llew didn’t move and did not ask any questions. Soon druid found the one odd pea in the pod and kept staring back at LLew while conversing with others. 
 
Llew thought how different this stare was to anything else ever, feeling like mind was being read, thoughts spoken out loud. 
 
Druid took dried white mushrooms from his badge, gaze never dropping from LLew’s, threw them down like skittles, gaze never going hazy after.
 
Green-eyes instead became even more alive and penetrating. Most in their assembly sensed something was going on between two of them and soon left them alone. When druid reached for his water bag LLew looked away, druid then glided back into discussion with others, seemingly forgetting about LLew.
 
 One by one people fell asleep and druid offered to take first fire-guard, after adding first log to fire he turned gaze at Llew. 
 
Llew was staring back, not knowing what game they were playing but one he could not afford to lose. Soon almost everyone had fallen asleep, many snoring, a small group lay a few feet away small-talking softly on their ground sheets. 
 
Long minutes went by until early morning, Llew still wide awake, laying head against log with eyes open, druid suddenly spoke soft.
 
«What’s your problem?»
 
Llew shivered, leaning up on elbows watching the druid. 
 
	«My problem?»
 
«Yeah, you. Staring at me all night, me staring back, nothing happening so what’s your problem?»
 
	«I … I … Lost my brother and mother recent, I’m sad.»
 
«Can’t help you with that lad.»
 
	«I know, I know that… But perhaps you still can in a way»
 
«Whatever do you mean?»
 
	«I want to become a druid, I travelled here, found this spot so as to meet one, to ask how I can join.»
 
«To join you say, well now you found one.»
 
	«So how do I do it then?»
 
«You gotta go to Ayrshire.»
 
	«There’s always a druid in Ayrshire?»
 
«Exactly!»
 
	«Thats the advice I’ve been getting for a year now.»
 
«Then you’ve been getting good advice. Remember, to become a druid all you have to do is ask.»
 
	Sun rose and camp roused, getting ready to move, druid kept glancing at Llew but no longer as intense, wishing others around him good-morning, preparing and eating breakfast, still glancing in on Llew. 
 
Llew waited to be among the last before also starting his packing, preparing to get going. As soon as he started though, druid asked.		
 
	«What are you doing?»
	
«Preparing to go with the group to the eistedfodd.»
 
	«Why?»
 
«Because, that’s why I came.»
 
	«Is it really?»
 
«Well noh, I came to learn how to become a druid.»
 
	«Right, and what are you doing now?»
 
«Preparing to go to burningman.»
 
	«Why?»
 
	«Why?… Well, well, so I can learn what my next step is.»
 
	«And me telling you last night didn’t help?»
 
«Go to Ayrshire? Like everyone else.»
 
	«Go to Ayrshire!»
 
«Not to burningman?»
 
	«Not unless you’ve become obsessed with a new shiny fancy since our talk this morning.»
 
«Ok, I see… Thank you then.»
 
 
 
Walking Someone Else’s Shoes
 
 Two miles from burningman Llew turned, walking down back alone rocky path, five miles before Toulouse road forked, he turned north. He kept walking for four days coming on village of Bréea that druid had told him about. LLew found tavern Pity Mare with a large signboard of a sour-pony carrying too heavy load of people and hay above door. 
 
 It was early morning and vendors at the market were setting up wares, making ready for a new day. Llew hoped druids intel was good as he would run low on provisions soon, no way he was gonna make it anywhere near the ocean and back with the coin he got. 
 
 Inside, smell of breads baking wafted out from the kitchens, all shutters were open to air out the common room. Plump-cheeked serving woman in colourful Biggerrione headband and livery, stood tiptoe atop a stool, stretching to take down evergreen branches from above windows. Other maids replaced tables, benches and chairs, taken down for the dancing last night. He walked up to the woman on the stool, she sensed him coming but did not move towards him before she was done. He waited patiently and when she turned he courteously said good-morning with a bow, she shone up smiling. 
 
	«What’s a little cutie doing up so early, looking for someone darling?»
 
«No, aah… I was told by a… A friend, to come to the Mare if I wanted… Aaah assistance, was told to mention I’m an accalyte.»
 
	«A friend you say…»
 
Clapping hands together she gracefully stepped down the stool.
 
	«…Well of course we help out a friend in need, if we can. What do you need help with little one?»
 
 Llew sighed in relief, not knowing why he had been so worried or holding breath, as if it was all just a prank, or druid lied, fearing he was on the wrong track. 
 
Her familiarity with his strange request meant he was on the right now. He was actually on-route to realise dreams, synchronicities piling as El’ would have said. He nodded back to her encouraged, tried asking humbly, fighting against inner triumph to shout out in joy. 
 
«Perhaps some food to spare and further directions?»
 
	«Thats right hon’ dear, you just get seated comfortably right here…» 
 
She pulled down a chair from the table.
 
	«…Rest now, I’ll just finish up n’ then’ I’ll bring u some freshly baked bread.»
 
 She gathered last of the evergreens, folding them away while glancing now and then at her maidens and their sash. She took no further notice of Llew, he sat in no hurry. After half an hour she was done, satisfied with her once again shining clean common room. She left through the kitchen doors winking eye at him. Maids in the room kept glancing at his direction, while he had loosened boots, laying down gear to rest, he tried nodding in their direction, saying ‘good-morrow’ as they walked by. They only answered sniggering and tittering, murmuring low to each other so he couldn’t hear. 
 
 Women he thought, never further from home but one thing sure remained the same. Plump woman returned with a rug-sack in one hand, carrying a tray with bread, ham and cheese the other. 
 
	«Here you go hun’ we love helping out friends you know.»
 
She gave a secretive smile and another wink. 
 
	«I’ll toss u this breakfast in return for you sweeping my staircase up front. My girls will be pleased that they dont have to.»
 
So, Llew thought, the ride was not for free but a whole loaf of bread, sizeable chunck of cheese, quarter-pounder of ham, easily worth a whole days work at sweeping, stomach gurgled loud. Brooming would only take him an hour, no herculean task, in the end it took him two, as he did his best effort. 
 
	When done and back inside to wash-up and finish breakfast she told him that the rucksack contained more of the same. Food would last him a week, if he rationed sensibly. A six days march north lay Aringil.
 
	«…Ask at the Swanflower inn.»
 
She said blinking meaningful again.
 
«Thank you very much, truly appreciated, I was thinking of resting here for a day before going, since I’ve been walking an awful lot last days, a really far distance in a short while as a matter of fact.»
	
	«Oh…» 
 
Her attitude suddenly changed completely.
 
	«… I think you look quite rested mister, if￼[image: Image] you stay here louting a day you barely have enough provisions as it is, or you want more free food already. I do have more things that need mending, emptying.»
 
 Llew blinked several times perplexed, so helpful and nice just a heartbeat ago, now acting all like.
 
«I was just thinking…»
 
	«…What? Thinking what, have you not somewhere to be, on your way!»
 
«Yes but…»
 
She whisked him out on the street and shooed him down several yards from her porch.
	
	«…Off with you then, remember to help out a friend when she needs it.»
 
 There was no hiddenness to her meaningful tone this time, turning she walked back, gravel crunching under birkenstock. 
 
Sack he got was ladened with matured cheese in waxed paper, beef-jerk, a small jar of olive-oil and hard rye-bread. On ratio he’d been keeping before, sack would last him two weeks but she was right, eating normal would last him about seven days. 
 
 He wondered all week about the lady and her maids behaviour and not before next tavern, six days later did he understand more certain that they provided you with food and directions, for a small service in return.
 
 Mocking stables at number two took him a full days ten hours, stable boy answered by spitting through teeth when Llew asked for a helping hand. Serving woman told him he should seek Butterfalia Inn at Direaguax next. Letting him rest for an hour after eating.
 
 But when he disclosed the possibility of staying a night in a bed before leaving, she practically sweeped him out on the street with her broom. 
 
This time he turned, not as surprised as last, gave her a proper bow and a courteous, Mi’ lady in thanks. She snorted, turned and left back inside.
 
 One of the maids Llew had chitchatted with during the long day, who’d helped sneak him a small jar of honey-nectar on his prompting, waited behind a corner. She hid until her boss had walked back inside. 
 
Laura now stepped out in front of Llew as he was packing everything right for another weeks march. She asked if he should not consider easing his load, what was all that crap he was carrying anyway.
 
 He showed her, explaining while stowing away, pit-tent, repair-material, metal-ingots. She asked if he needed all that. He explained with a voice, as if to a lesser, that on occasion it might behoof a long-distance traveller, needing to prepare, repair or gather, to stay in one place for longer periods. 
 
«…Then all this crap comes in handy.»
 
	«Do you foresee any such long foraging stops now?»
 
She asked acridly, he smiled back wrinkling nose.
 
	«No, perhaps not. Ok, if u’re right what then, should I spend the whole day selling it or just leave it here with you?»
 
«You could do that.»
 
	«But … But that would mean I’d have to be ‘assisted’ the whole way. I dont even know same ride exists other side the channel, all way to Ayrshire, let alone back.»
 
«You do now.»
 
Llew nodded back once, he believed her. Accalyte trail had him flying ahead with almost no coin spent. He had already traveled further than any top speeds for travel he once argued with father. Traveling at rapid army-march straight though terrain, assisted with geography as well as easy access, easy foraging. 
 
Leaving most heavy-gear behind was an option, if he never had to worry about running out. He could almost run light, travel almost as fast as a scout on horseback. Since he was barely spending any coin, he could still make new gear if he got stuck, caught-up somewhere.
 
 Girl didn’t look like she particularly wanted his gear for herself, only wanting to help.[image: Rectangle Rectangle] But if he did give up the ability to live in one spot longer, he might be at a disadvantage later. Having to work for years in a smithy to afford the walk home, but then again, carrying ingots of iron around wouldn’t help much then anyway. He wondered on the situation while she stood biting her lip, wishing for him to see reason, he finally decided. He could buy new pots if he had to, he still had more than enough coin to buy everything he would leave her. 
 
«Ok, you can have my pots girl. What do I get.»
 
	«Girl? I’m five years your elder squirt. I dont￼[image: Image] even want your stupid shit. I’m just trying to give a stupid boy some sensible advice for some stupid reason.»
 
«Yeah, I know. Thank you, you’re right by the way. So seriously, what do I do with them, If I leave my rods too, they alone are worth a silver or two, if you take time to find the right buyer. So if you want my stupid shit you can have it, I mean it. Better than leaving it for any passing street-tough. But I want something for it.»
 
«Like what?»
 
	«A kiss.»
«A what?»
 
	«You heard me.»
 
Searching for answers
	Deep in forrest of Western Isle’s, trail took him ever northwards. He stayed a night in a small hamlet and two times in a steading but mostly on his own in the forest, accalyte trail worked as well on the Isle’s as it had on the continent. Road cut straight through henges and forests, miles flew by as he kept getting directions and food. 
 
Rumour faded so nothing was news only old remained.
 
 He came upon Ayrshire three weeks later. Last nights sleep in a farmhouse before, made him feel as if he was expected, friendly farmer obviously handled many travellers like him. 
 
For a shilling he evaded the rain and slept deep in hey of an empty barn. 
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