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Prologue
 
There is no man alone because every man is a microcosm and carries whole world about him.
 
 
So far as it goes, a small thing may give analogy of great things showing tracks of knowledge. 
 
 
To see a grain in worlds of sand, wildflower in heaven, palm infinity and eternity hourly.
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The Great Way Simple
People Love Detours ￼[image: Image]
    
 
 
The Way
 
   The Path was afterwards clear to see but first stumbling steps felt utterly confusing. As children their mental strength was built up, ability to concentrate on the moment opened, focus increased. Simultaneously bodies were strengthened, stretched out, made right. Stretching movements and rolling slow-motion somersaults on sandy beaches or grassy greens but mainly on soft wooden dojo-mat. From handstand and forward, back-half, sideways and back, and again and again.
 
 Second morning began by half-somersault forward, leave standing awkward on head and shoulders, inhaling twenty deep-in through nose out by mouth, and again and again. Whenever instructoré found weakness, injury or fault, with a child they became interested, forcing that child to move as far into faulty position as he could without pain. Ordered to stay close that position longer than the others, then, while rest ran water or some such, instructoré stayed behind with injured child, massaging ill spot. Covering with hot pillows after, rest, relax twenty to sixty minutes. Children often told to hold an injury, with one or both palms, and relax.
 
 All day the same, next day they did it all again, and following. By third week every child could walk feet behind head called crabbing, atlas-bump, snail or worm across surfaces. Every moment went by slow, time moved fast. By the end of the first month they started practicing forms but knowing that only cleared later on. 
 
At beginning of second month the new moves seemed only like more pair-based stretching, core-strength exercise. Initially confusing, forms grew forth from a lifeless and monotonous start. 
 
Stretching, rolling, somersaulting felt awkward but moves fit Llew like a glove. He proved hard to force down for classmates, not afraid to try advantageous risks in unfamiliar situations but that insight came much, much later on.
 
During those first days of practising forms, Llew thought nothing of them than more of the same, strange druid-malarkey, concentrating only on performing every evolution well. Then one day it dawned that shrimp to armbar could be a very effective pull on Tome or Drull back home. 
 
Grabbing by the sleeve, pulling from shrimp down sitting armbar would set poor fiend from home flying. That day, when he first glimpsed implications of what they were actually doing, he observed brothers closer. Seeing clear some others had realised as well, whilst others still going at it like bee-drones.
 
 Riding bareback at full speed on a sandy beach was the best thing LLew knew, the way slowly grew into a similar best.
 
During those exhausting first months, from wakeup til sleep, children were never left unsupervised, never without instructoré watching. Children learned the hard way first week, day and hour, there was always someone watching, especially when one felt certain no-one was. Instructoré were always present with the group, waking them, watching them go to sleep, someone always had to watch the children.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
—————————
enrolling with druids Seven months
 And one day ago.
—————————
 
Just another day in paradise
They wake matinal morning in barracks to a ten mile run before breakfast, then combat, then meditation with empty bellies singing chorus. Run water twice, just another day in Ayrshire.
 
 Instrutoré dressed similar, overlapping dark-brown legs, red pyjama-suit, top open, wide Sankura-belt, soft brown moccasins and shaven heads. Strict supervisor says a chipper good-morning as he enters. They wake and answer back, slapping awake another deep-sleeper, brother Nimroy shouts out loud in panic as usual before waking proper, then humbly says good-morning as well.
 
 Next day is the same, they jog as a group to wash by the river, carry water as a group back, balancing canisters between them on shoulder-bars to the sheep-, pig-, and cow-troughs.
 
«…To not overload the aqueducts.» 
 
It was explained ironically, when Llew wasted a question of the day on subject, they eat breakfast outdoors in the rain, move, sleep, study, meditate, rest, stretch and roll as a group. Always nine, always lead by instructoré. It’s no longer same nine that it was in beginning, only Rudi, Garen and Nimroy are left.
 
Last day of second month first replacement occurred, three children in their group were gone. Six others woke to three new children sleeping in the beds of those that had been before. It was an eery morning as instructoré woke them behaving like nothing changed, as if not recognising, or caring that some of his children had turned into other people over night.
 
 That morning they were all teeming with questions and want for speak but instructoré kept strict silence the whole day, being extra vigilant, punishing hard for slightest erroneous behaviour. No word was uttered before lunch, then instructoré allowed group-talk only about specific sequence to forms practised that morning. Not until late that night could they recapitulate what happened, whispering soft words while going to pee. 
 
Where did old children-brothers go? Who were the new? Newbies had very little to say however. One had been in similar circle two months, perhaps a hundred miles to the east, deep in forest. Day before yesterday an unfamiliar instructoré ordered him to grab belongings and they rode, arriving yesterday night at Ayrshire, he was pointed an empty bed to sleep. Boy said he was first afraid and sad, thinking he got expelled from the path, pleasantly surprised he was still in it. All day trying to figure out if he got transferred up or relegated, vicinity to Ayrshire definitely a plus.
 
Brother Lugion said he woke when instructoré came with the new, laying awake for a long time after, watching two empty beds next, not finding sleep. Therefor he was still awake when the other two new brothers came. 
 
They were actual brothers, similar story, circle further southwest, snatched away three days ago, arriving late last night shown new beds. Neither able to figure out by skill, rolling, physique or any such if this was a more advanced circle. Lugion and Rudi said they heard about such moving of children around from before. 
 
Lugion said methods for choosing the most suitable candidates started with several circles, allegedly circles churned all the time. Based on strength and behaviour candidates moved around, nobody knew what happened to the three removed.
 
Llewellyn was living in a dreamlike haze, every day was the same. Eat, stretch, run, combat, discussion, meditate and sleep. Wake-up, discussion, combat, eat, run, meditation, stretch, combat and sleep. 
 
Order of daily tasks change, tasks stay the same, sleep, eat, roll together. Every day waking to instructoré at sunrise, instructoré change from day to day but they are all the same. Sometimes one stays all day, sometimes it’s same for many days a row, a week, once even a month or so. At other times it changes several times a day, never commenting on it, never giving a hint as to whether they will be there next morrow or someone new. 
 
Every day is sort of same, Llew quickly lost track of how many instructoré’s, trying to keep track of days, loosing that count many times but based on the late signs of autumn in surrounding highlands, it ought to be eight, nine or maybe ten lunar-cycles since his new life of eat, sleep, stretch, run and meditate began last winter. 
 
Welcoming
 
First day when the nine begun, an Ovaté brought them to a druid standing mid dojo floor. He commanded them begin and they begun.
 
 Children started at his instructive example to roll heads on the mat, back and forth, stretching out shoulders, back and forth. Ten times, then twenty more, then half forward and back, ten times, twenty. While doing gymnastics to the rhythm of druid-commands, first instructoré entered dojo, about three quarters of the first hour in. Druid and instructoré participated per excellence in exercises.
 
 Llewellyn felt childish and awkward doing little kiddie moves as best he could. He felt druid was having a laugh on their behalf, wondering what good all this neck-stretching would do. Instructoré started giving instructions like the druid, soon instructoré had them trying handstand to flip, and back, then forward from handstand to bridge, and back. Once simple childishness subsided it felt kind of fun to perform juvenile games. 
 
	Llewellyn excelled from the start, having technique down faster than most to almost every momentum, movements rolled smooth. Group was hand-standing against the wall and barely noticed druid slipping out the back-door leaving them. 
 
That was how it felt now, thinking back on it eight, nine or perhaps ten months later, that little fucker of a druid slipped out the back-door and left them unknowing, unsuspecting in instructoré-hell. 
 
Llewellyn didn’t think he would ever have thought of a druid as slipping out of anything before, let alone as a little fucker. But man hadn’t introduced himself, Llew knew name only because he wasted a question of the day asking, a long time later. Man never said goodbye, nor gave them any warning of what was to come, he just got them started by begin and begun they had.
 
 Instructoré were strict, friendly, demanding and harsh, muscles hard like tree-roots, grips of iron. They berated children hard for failure to try, some instructoré were harder. 	
 
	First days they mostly stretched, ran and ate. During runs, called non-meditative part of stretching, instructoré taught them literary art of combat, some parts they had to memorise. Verses usually came back simple to Llew, runes running straight. Some in the group had more trouble citing back poetry word for word when demanded of them. 
 
	Know thyself, defend what matters Most…				Know thy enemy, attack where he is Weak… 
 
Discussia after lectionis gave a sense of freedom in so hard a prison of the mind, were no talk was allowed, unless spoken to, or directly related to the exercise. Children they were called by instructoré and rare druid or warder they met with. They stayed mostly in the woods and rare shireling they saw never took notice of them, there was no talking first since children speak only when spoken to. 
 
Children’s barracks was a annex, next pastures to the north-western outskirts of shire, when they went running they usually ventured further into wilderness north or west. On seventh day came first chance to ask question, to talk. After that they got to do so almost daily, usually one question per child, usually before discussia, where word was free but subject locked-close. Often instructoré ended discussion early, if he sensed exercise becoming more a way for children to express themselves, rather than earnest discussion. Usually discussion ended with combat or run. 
 
The way did not resemble anything like combat at first. Most time doing shrimp-jumps and crab-walks back and forth on training mat or cold forrest floor. Llew learned other new words, belly-worm and side-wind while crawling awkwardly back and forth. When they actually started engaging each other, a month in meant instructoré showing them safety features, over and over for every momentum. Thumbs placement at grip, angle to turned leg, no-pressure, never any deeper overarching explanation given and LLew could never understand how anyone could get so hurt by doing stretching exercises.
 
 All effort spent on dangers of hurting oneself and sparring partner, safety features in detail before repeatedly, engaging in a whole first sequence. First a hundred times the first day, then a thousand the next. From shrimp-jump to armgrip, sideroll to leg, remember to keep left thumb down, right turned up, pull-back, safety and release. And so it went, back and forth, eat and run and stretch and back and forth, same movement every time, eat, meditate and sleep. 
 
One and same short series of moves, from sitting position with sparring partner in front, to armbar-lock laying on the side a thousand times, counting every evolution out loud. Next day same from other side.
 
 Llewellyn thought he was going insane, they were doing only one and same move days on end, with only development being instructoré showing them what other arm, other leg or head did during. They went back and forth discussing only this one move, the one sequence, especially its safety-features. 
 
All they did, all day before run, eat and sleep.
 
 Pawn moving forth… Puzzle of one…. 
 
Interest in daily discussion with the fixed subject faded fast. 
 
Day after Llew figured he could pull shrimp to arm-bar on Tome, they were introduced to the next sequence. Then next a few days later, then next. Evolutions came faster and by the fifth month they learned at least one new sequence a day. Discussion broadened, became more interesting as moves developed, pieces multiplied.
———————-
 
Breathe like wolf
					
		        —————————————-
 
«Hello young senpai, I am Whitewolf. 
I was given name habituating wolves. I will teach you to breathe like my kin. 
 
We begin, now. 
 
Inhale deeply, as deeply as you can.
 
Do it now. 
 
Now release your breath, dont exhale fully. Just release. And inhale again. Breathe in as much as you can, and release. Dont exhale, release. And breathe in as deeply as you can, and release. Breathe in, and release. Deep in, and release.
 
Now ten more times, now nine, now eight, seven, six, five, four, three. Now five more, now four, now three, now two, now five more. Fully in, and release. Four, three, two, one, and release, and hold. 
 
Live here, dont breathe in. 
 
Dont breathe out. 
 
xxx
 
Relax, observe your surroundings. You can easily hold breath for a hundred beats. Step into breath of wolf enter a new realm, easy as that. 
 
Hold, hold, and whenever you feel like taking breath, dont hesitate, inhale as much as you want. But now observe as heartbeats away. Be.» 
 
——————————
 
 A hundred and sixty-seven beats later Llewellyn inhaled deeply, feeling in a strange way like he never was truly alive before this moment.
 
«￼[image: Tetrahedron Tetrahedron]Now you there!» 
 
 Whitewolf pointed to Rudi. 
 
«Go stand in the river.» 
 
Nodding towards icy river-bank.
 
A minute later others watched in sympathy as Rudi painstakingly waded naked mid-river with water reaching neck. He had to struggle against current hyperventilating, looking like panic-Phobos herself. Wolfman stood knee-deep in slow-running waters shouting encouragement, wading in deeper slapping a now fully panicking Rudi in face.
 
«Breathe!» 
 
Wolfman shouted at Rudi who looked like either berzerking Whitewolf to shreds or let current take him to a whimpering relief and oblivion. 
 
Whitewolf grabbed Rudi’s wrists, helping him with current. Again and again shouting breathe while himself breathing calm as example.
 
Rudi tried breathing with wolfman but jaggedly kept breaking breath. Then managed to get into a rhythm, a bit more in control of his temporal. Water didn’t seem to upset wolfman in the least. 
 
 «Good good!» 
 
 Shouted out loud taking a step back. 
 
«Now ten more times. Goo-ood!» 
 
Wolfman kept breathing tempo but left Rudi alone with current. Wolfman removed wet clothes on land while still breathing slow tempo out loud. After final tenth breath, which were more forty short-grunts for Rudi, Wolfman held a bit then shouted for him to get up already. 
 
Rudi looked weak, body convulsed and shook but in his eyes shone a fire of reawakening Llew had sensed lacking in the man.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A heartbeat is a heartbeat but breath is not a breath, your breath is the most concise weapon, or method, you have in life against the not now.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
First Glimpse
 
According to legend one year was required minimum to properly measure a disciples worth at potential entry to order. Apprentices spent one year as children, to show they had what it took to join. Which gave order a year to evaluate the best, most suited, committed candidates chosen. 
 
Arriving at Ayrshire
LLew knew a lot about what to expect from his extensive asking from before. The problem was he also knew much that was not so. Knowing for instance apprentices once called children, stayed children, for ever. An apprentice once called a child could never advance to true druidism. But he also knew children stayed children for at least a year before advancing. So either, you had to spend one year as child to become druid, or if ever even considered a child you could never advance. 
 
Impossible to discern which spectrum be more true, he knew nothing for certain, no knowledge that could help him forward for sure.
 
Persistent rumours said children where kept going and going, doing meaningless chores until finally giving up and never allowed further entry. That sounded like an unbelievable waste, he dismissed notion as nutrient-empty bull. 
 
One thing he learned first day was something he already knew was true. Becoming a druid or to meet with one, to access Ayrshire or any shire, always started with the question. 
 
Many proteges were therefor said to give up already before entering, many he talked to knew question first hand a strong reason so few tried enter in the first.
 
Llew could not yet see any shire buildings as he came upon a small gate, arching ol’ dirt road mid-forest, looking like any patch of any forest. Ayrshire was the most visited shire by commoners, this was were people came if they had pressing enough matters. 
 
Most visitors came along the main-road, leading up from Ayr by the Sea, more trafficked than small forrest-path he now walked. Knowing there were at least six official entries leading to Ayrshire, all six guarded as was forrest around. 
 
Approaching along main-road from village Ayr, he would have passed Warders cliff, Brownie-hut and other ‘landmarks’ along the way, before reaching grand Eastling-gate. From there he would have already glimpsed some fabled shire structures. 
 
First question, asked by warder before being allowed passage through gate to shire. Warder had no sword, dressed simple like a herder but no one would ever mistake him for one.
 
	A clear blue morning rising with a white moon visible against the brightening sky. Warder leaned casually, lion lounging against arching gate. Aged-wood contour spanning across the road was full of dark-purple roses in late-bloom. Llew reflected for all his asking around, no-one ever mentioned a gate made of roses.
 
Man lowered wooden staff in Llews’ path nonchalant, asking without introduction or presentation, sounding almost bored at his pompous question. 
 
«Ready to die to own and become one with order?»  
 
Llew knew if he answered yes, he was allowed further entry but legend said he was in one way or another forever tied to order. If he answered no, he was never allowed further entry, that was that.  
 
Llew looked the stone chiselled jaw, wide shoulders, rough soldier in the eye and nodded, clearing throat he answered.
 
	«Yes.» 
 
Soon he could see first structures to the grove, forested path he walked along changed gradually, brush and berry-bushes growing more orderly. Trees were still everywhere but here and there now lined with walkable grates, planters holding dead flowers raised at seatings around some trunks. 
 
Large trees loomed as he came upon first small repositories, caches and storage facilities, he did not understand their purpose. Walking another mile before reaching any actual houses, they looked almost like ordinary bauern-houses but larger, better kept. There were no fences but low hedges marking lots, laid out in a orderly fashion, he knew these were servants courters, mostly higher or Pelé-monks.
 
 Every house held a small garden for growing food upfront, backyards differed with small sheds, glassed balconies or fruit-trees. Walking another mile through level smooth landscape, architecture got bigger, he started seeing examples of Arboriculture he heard so much about. 
 
 People, mostly older men and women walking by, tending gardens, a small garden-party sat in cane-chairs on a glass-veranda having tea, biscuits and discussion. Long-bearded men, all looking like they could be druids but LLew guessed them to be the higher monks.
 
Warders, maids, apprentices, bards and other folk lived other side vidēre.
 
	Directions by gate-warder had been to walk down the path until seeing a large glass-house, then keep right towards barracks standing apart from the rest, well visible beyond the glass-house.
 
LLew knew route somewhat from before, having paid a retired warder ten silver-drachma for a evening tell-all about buildings and workings of Ayrshire. LLew knew glasshouse he walked towards was called Scorchers’s. People living in shire could go there to get plants, saplings, seeds and other stranger items whose intended purpose he couldn’t wrap his head around.
 
House was indeed as it had been described, strangest looking construction he ever saw. Massive frame in grey-steel, inlaid with giant rhomboid-shaped glass windows, inside glass-wall and roof another smaller house, made of brick and wood with a glass-roof as well, tall trees penetrated holes to the inner-house’s roof.
 
 Warder he bribed said glass trapped heat somehow, making possible to grow greens that would otherwise not survive the cold but needed sunshine, air inside was kept warm even in coldest of winter. Llew could already see barracks he was heading for down to the right. Path took him right past entry of Scorcher’s and he got a good look inside.
 
 Large magnolias, palm trees and other plants he did not know towered under dome, he saw people walking into, coming out of the building inside, it looked inviting with both large round wooden front-doors open. Most who exited carried small paper-bags of seedlings, shrubs in pots or wrapped plants. Women in summer-garment were tending gardens between glass-wall and inner-house, digging roots, planting next unusually designed wheelbarrows. 
 
LLew lingered, walking slow but not stopping, soon he passed Scorchers’ and knew if he turned up west after, keeping with the main thoroughfare he would soon enter the square, the vidēre. From there he’d be able to see it all but he did not deviate from given path, instead kept going down east, away from centre. He easily resisted a childish urge to quickly sneak down and behold Bibliotheca, Hāll and Apotheca. Every such building was apparently found in smaller versions at most shires anyway.
—————- 
 
A lady working the canteen-service Llew shared meal with, three months ago, laughed at his describing the Scorcher’s. 
 
Glass-house at Tremalkingshire, were she worked as maid for twenty years, was nothing but a five-by-two feet glass-cupboard holding spices and herbs leaning against the wall of her canteen. She claimed to have seen three shires and from her experience they were all the same, cupboards of glass. She laughed at him hissingly, that he shouldn’t believe everything he heard. 
 
Now he thought back to her, wishing he could tell her story true but then again, perhaps she lied. 
—————-
 
Gate-warder’s instructions had been clear.
 
«…Go directly to barracks, wait for further instructions. Do not wander on your own.»  
 
Leaving little room to wiggle, building stood out by its ragged simplicity. Well inside two dozen boys were sleeping, reading, resting on bunkbeds along walls. Some few younger than him, most a few years older. A game of shot-marble clicked away behind two crossed beds to a corner, more than thirty beds stood empty, waiting. 
 
Most boys looked up as LLew entered but seeing just another boy, everyone got on with theirs. LLew got comfortable on cot a few beds from the others. While loosening boots next boy of maybe fourteen or fifteen entered, soon thereafter another pair, before day was over thirty-five boys sat their beds, next morning they were thirty-eight. 
 
Nervous low-mumble small-talk, reading, marbles had changed to dice while most slept or rested eyes closed.
 
Somewhere further into ‘town’ a gong sounded and most boys started rousing, those few still snoring were shook awake by comrades. Llew got up in anticipation, whispering quick question to a boy next. 
 
«What’s going on?» 
 
	«Time for munition.» 
 
Warder soon opened door and they all stomped out following him south-east, a fifteen minute walk further away from centre. They ate bread and soup standing under a roof in a meadow. Warder left them immediate and most ate in silence, Llew did as the others when he finished, left cutlery and plate on the table and walked back.
 
He rested whole day keeping to himself, slept bad next night rising three times to go outside and pee in the trough behind. 
 
Next morning sun rose slow, not managing to wake Llew only waking to gong and same rouse as yesterday. Another warder opened, bringing them through dawn to the same wooden shack with copper-roof where bread, porridge and butter-eye waited. During the morning more boys kept coming, barrack was now almost full. Boy on the cot next to Llew knew that today was the day, LLew only nodded back to his enthusiasm. Sun had risen proper as a warder suddenly pulled open the door, everyone knew this was out of routine, something was about to happen. 
 
«Good luck!» 
 
Boy next to LLew whispered and he softly answered.
 
You too bro! 
«Attention!» 
Warder smattered in an unnecessarily loud voice, few beats later they all stood next to berth, absolutely still. A pin dropped loud then warder ordered.
 
«Leave belongings on beds, follow me.» 
 
He led them down the main thoroughfare, under giant barren leafs and evergreens towering. Twisting, winding, wooden, metal, glass, stone-structures all around. Some buildings had gardens, others with floral arrangements along walls and roofs, pots now mostly barren black-soil. 
 
Up ahead an even larger building loomed, Llew knew it was the library. Walking along its￼￼[image: Shape Shape][image: Shape Shape] six-hundred yard long facade felt unreal.￼[image: Shape Shape] He could easily believe all the worlds￼[image: Shape Shape] gathered information could fit￼￼￼[image: Shape Shape][image: Shape Shape][image: Shape Shape] in there. 
 
Wood and glass, slim-slick structure got bigger along its side, walls of glass and frameless timber-pillars shaped like trees, stretching out from a pyramidal shape growing along its axis. Banking up giant frontage towards centre square.
 
 Llew tore gaze to other side the fare and a four-story, reinforced, concrete structure with large trees growing out, seemingly its only purpose, to support and nurture. Large trees stood more sparse here than they would in a regular forrest but distance between buildings, plentiful brush and many smaller trees made path they walked a well tended forest with large houses. Llew gawked at a silo coming up on the right, an elegant wooden storage facility, probably for water he thought, further down west he saw smaller buildings, private residences. 
 
Almost every house he saw employed a new technique, roofs of wood, clay, stone, grass, metal and many materials he did not know. 
LLew had technically never seen anything like it but had heard so much he felt like he had. Most other boys had similar mouths wide-open, gaping at everything looks to them but Llew noticed a few behaving like they had seen shires before. 
 
Giant silo grew close to the library before they both opened to the square, forested park-path narrowed to lush garden between two buildings. A group of men with long beards walked ahead, moving much slower than the warder and his boys. 
 
Warder slowed step significantly, almost stopping, giving smaller group in front time to walk in peace final twenty-yards of narrow path where silo and library almost touched up top. 
Half-way into arch between the two behemoths, a set of benches lay to either side of passage, both constructions incorporated bench-space into their design. Tables had boards for chess, mahjong and Go built in. Llew knew pieces for the games were kept in boxes under table.
 
With great trouble and much coin he learned about them, although rules and rituals were notoriously complicated. Trying hard to discern a hidden code or something important but without a partner to play with, or exactly understanding the rules, it was safe to say he found nothing but complicated games. 
 
 One of the old men ahead glanced back seeing them, he made the others aware and they took to the side-benches giving space down the middle to let warder and children through. The elderly men were discussing something, or arguing mildly, some of them glanced at warder and his boys, man who talked most never turning in their direction, while explaining to complicated hand-gestures. 
 
One of them looked Llew straight in the eye as he walked by, LLew wondered if he was a druid. Looking at them, listening to their strange arguments, they all looked like they could be. Around here even stable boys behaved serene so it was hard to tell.
 
But Llew knew there were really few druids in the whole world, if seven stood here, then who were all the other people around. Old ladies, younger men and women, older boys and young maids but almost no children.
 
 They entered vidēre under the arched entrance, in normal village considered the square. Like in a busy village there were people moving about but everything was spread out far between. Square itself opened into a vista for giants, architectural designs surrounding barely visible, despite immense size. Trees, brush and a shimmering coppice of golden morning overwhelming it all.
 
In front was a building looking ready to take-off, like a set of clay-tile albatross made scales or feathers. A dozen men and two women stood watching a man showcasing something in small bottles on a table in front. House behind had four towering trees growing from within its foundation. Llew had never heard about the structure and couldn’t begin guessing its purpose. 
 
Down north they walked, crossing vidēre, some passers-by stopped, or paused to watch them parade by, others barely glanced as Llew and his fifty passed. Llew knew the slithering structure far right was Pharmaca. A place for cures, poisons and antidotes with serpent l¨Logos biting its own tail above entrance. Pharmaca incorporated a large tree as well, an oak with branches cut like a rose, or coiled snake. Large windows allowed vision into the sectioned design, at one side clients set orders and got service, clergy in long white-coats worked the other.
 
 Middle of the vista stood ancient dolmens, erected next a man-made lake, paved with rough stone, fountain of birds in flight spilled water in all directions. People sat the dolmens and on wooden or stone-benches, eating, painting, young men threw a flat disc around playing at some game. Some even reading in the cold early, lot’s of dogs and few handlers but no dogfights breaking, dogs barked running around playing. 
 
Llew and fifty followed warders heel, after Pharmaca came Agora with more people about, walking in and out the brick-tile building or standing in groups small-talking outside. Llew heard both ‘rush-hour at Samhain’ and mention of weather, like in any village.
 
 People sat along tables and benches or underlay on the ground playing games, talking, one group singing.
 
 Down ‘alley’ next the market, vendors offered snacks, a giant bumblebee buzzed close to LLew’s face and he absently thought she should be deep in winters sleep by now, and how spellbindingly beautiful it all was. 
 
LLew saw people of more races standing in front the agora alone than he had in life from before. He felt small, surrounded by giant structures and towering trees. Forest as architecture was imposing, intimidating in a spooky sense, dwarfing even the gigantian structures.
 
	He recognised many buildings he had believed more myth than real but most of what he saw was unfamiliar. Opposite the library stood the Sequester, down its imposing strict geometric lines they walked, far beyond. Past buildings that again got more humble, smaller residential’s with gardens in front, no orchards at the back. He knew this as the warders courters.
 
 Rising crop of planted, now black and grey perennials surrounded a large cylindrical structure standing mid field. Cylinder was three stores high, resembling a beer-barrel with the ‘tap’ built as entrance. Black windows all round barrels-bottom reflected the early hour. 
 
Surrounding fields of blossom now in winter-sleep allegedly intoxicating strollers on late summer haze. They walked past an inn built around a dead-tree, then another tavern, also barrel-shaped but with walls made of grey-tin metal. 
 
Shire of Ayr, village of Ayrshire, stretching out in all direction, known to be the largest in the world. 
 
Some trees were used as artwork, others cut to create practical spaces for play or barbecue. Llew followed two men looking like they could be druids walking by, talking idly while greeting a group of men and women drinking tea around a moon-shaped tree-trunk.
 
 The fifty reached a verge in the landscape, view slanting north opened up above treetops. Downfield trees sparsed becoming pasture towards lake Maoro’ch, even from such a distance Llew could see the famed fishing-village glitter in the morning sun. Close up stood two rows of small cubicles, opposite the cubicles a barrack like the one they slept in. Thirty boys were exiting the rough-cut structure as they approached. None of the boys looked in any awe around but seemed surprised by the fifty. About eighty boys then, to compete for a supposed nine spots. 
 
QUESTIONS
 
 No girl but Llew knew there were women druids, remembering back at what druid told him on outskirts of burningman. After druid had revealed the accalyte trail, which village and tavern to visit first, he wished Llew good luck and allowed for a question. With promise of an honest answer.
 
«…I will allow you one question to prepare, to know what you're getting yourself into.» 
 
  LLew shot question without hesitation or wait. 
 
	«Are there any women druids?» 
 
 Which was something he had thought about a lot, figuring he would perhaps rather not join an all-male exclusive, that sounded, weird. 
Druid laughed light and heartily to Llew’s spontaneous question before answering that yes, yes there were. 
 
«…Whatever women do to prepare their druidoai you can be sure that when a woman calls herself Dunaydi'n, she’s ready.» 
 
Eighty boys now stood in the cold, close by two rows of cubicle-booths, front-row black, back-row red, each booth fifteen feet apart. A small door to each, on top their rhomboid roofs small yellow streamers with black dragon emblem fluttering in the light breeze.
 
 Between cubicles and barracks stood eighty warders to attention, donned in full armour. It took Llew a while to become aware of them as they stood absolutely breathless while the children quivered. 
 
Llew kept moving on the spot blowing on cold-blue fingers, treading toes looking around. There were few others down here, he saw a druid-looking man walking two dogs, and far down valley, based on their livery, women pruning apple-trees in a orchard. A tall flag-pole with a sinewy blue dragon flag flapped lazily nearby. 
 
Warder Legio-commander gave a sudden sharp command in strange language. Formation of eighty moved as one, turning ninety-degree rotation left to stand facing the boys. At following command two soldiers took step forward, one of them shouted a name out loud.
 
 A long, long, silence whistled through the courtyard, soldier then repeated the name even louder and finally a child answered with a careful.
 
«Yes sir.» 
 
Soldier snapped.
 
	«Follow!» 
 
The two warders started walking down-field, past barrack towards first cubicle. So a second warder-pair stepped forward calling out a second name. 
 
Llew’s name was fourth to be called out, he followed his two warders leading him down row. He saw third pair enter and close door behind, he could still softly hear murmuring voices coming from inside.
 
Last thoughts before entering, was wondering about there being neither enough warders nor booths for all boys. While outside he still heard others but inside with the two soldiers and himself it got deathly quiet.
 
Door closed and everything except inside died out. Walls and roof were made in repeating shapes of pyramid-octagons in some soft material, he approached a chair mid-floor and stretched out touching black-orange wall.
 
«Dont!» 
 
Warder said with his back turned towards him, Llew pulled hand back as if burned and got seated.
 
	One of the soldiers took out parchment, paper and pen, asking LLew his full name. He answered while sitting down, LLewellyn, son of Lluhan, to Baldurlinge of Crautàux. Soldier drew a single line on the paper that was covered by a wooden frame from Llew’s view. 
 
Then the other soldier started asking questions while first silently made a notation to every single answer. 
 
Before questioning began, warder said it would behoof Llew to speak honestly in following session, never introducing themselves or presenting any further understanding. 
 
Always same warder asking and talking, while other scratched down something to every answer, never more than a single line.
 
 He asked, and asked, and asked. Sometimes so that the answer was one word, other times asked to elaborate on a specific, on a scale from one to ten, yes or no, or explain, all while the other soldier quietly made a mark to every answer. 
 
For example after a quick series of fifty yes or no. 
 
«Would you sacrifice your own life for a unknown man?» 			«No.» 
 
«Unknown woman?»  	«No.» 
 
«Child?»  				«No.» 
 
«Village?» 			 	«No.» 
 
«If I told you, you could save a whole nation other side the world right now if you killed yourself, would you?»  			«Could save?»  		
Llewellyn asked back.
 
«Only answer yes or no.» 			«No.» 
 
Quiet soldier marking with single pen-stroke. 
 
«Do you love your mother?» 		«She’s dead.» 
 
«Yes or no?» 				«Yes, of course!» 
 
Stroke.
 
Then suddenly started a conversation about one random question, or answer, or again asking to clarify. Deep-sinker questions about one specific subject, sudden change of subject then change back. Same questions kept coming back and Llew tried to remember what he had answered last.
 
 At the end of a very long day, while following warders back through the shire, Llew kept eyes cast down ignoring the wonders around. He figured those two now knew more about him than anyone or himself had before.
 
There were thirty-six boys sleeping the barracks that first night, others and their belongings were gone.
 
He woke to the snivels from a strong cold next morning, blueberry-smoothie and porridge breakfast by the meadow. Then back into same little cubicle with same two warders. 
 
Second day at midday, while warder kept asking him about his mothers disappearance, relationship to sister and what sort of crumb to apple pie he liked the best he got scared about the level of manipulation and brainwash. Answering felt numbing, answers sounded strange, hearing them coming out someone else’s mouth. 
 
On third day he gave up any final resistance and relaxed into the answers, no longer really listening to interrogation. He had nothing to hide, he was here because he wanted to, answering with more certainty, although questions got harder. 
 
«What does valour mean to you?» 
 
	«To be brave.» 
 
«What have you done that was embarrassing?» 
 
	«Lied to my family after swearing under the light, to evade punishment.» 
 
———————————
 
On the fourth day he was in a sort of answering trance. Afterwards walking back home to barracks, he thought about the fact he had no idea how long this was going to take. Hearing about this first step and knowing most apprentices returned without ever having seen any next, let alone meet a druid. Somehow, if you answered questions wrong you were exiled, no-one knew how to answer them correct. 
 
After the four day barrage Llew could easily believe that, after questions if you succeeded to proceed, allegedly you were placed in a group of nine. Almost everyone failed before the nine but Llew had found a man who claimed he got to the next phase. 
 
He told Llew there were several groups of nine, order allegedly chose most promising prospects from every, combining them into a final nine. Man was drunk at a wedding when LLew approached, taken off guard when asked, answering in surprise.
 
	When Llew shot him another question, drunkard worriedly looked over shoulder and woke slight from intoxication, bowing down to eye-level with Llew asking brisk. 
 
«Who are you?» 
 
After a bit of coaxing, LLew offering to buy next round, man allowed for quick chat. 
 
Yes, it was true what LLew heard, man had been to Ayrshire, had passed questions, placed in a group of nine, two months later an ovaté woke him at night, took him to Ayrshire-border and gave him a loaf of bread and said thanks. 
 
That was all he was gonna speak on the subject. It was dangerous to utter some things out loud, sometimes even dangerous to know them. Drunkard gave Llew a meaningful gaze. 
 
«Why you wanna know, ya ganna be a druid or something?»  
 
	«Yes.»  
———————
 
LLewellyn felt lost and empty when the fourth day of questioning was done, being led back to the barrack he was told to gather belongings and follow. There were twenty-three boys sitting in it when he left, LLew was certain he would be expelled, taken to border and done for before ever starting, light-be-damned. 
 
Moments later he realised it was just beginning, following warder to a new type of cabin-barrack, with seven boys waiting in it.
 
An ovatè woke them to first light next morning, told them house rules, all still waiting for the final child to arrive, expected tomorrow eve’. He then told them a little about himself, ovatè were practitioners of the druidic order but not druids. For now it would serve them well to treat ovatè as druids, and if, when, they became druids one day, they would still treat other practitioners as something more divine to any rate. 
 
 Ovatè smiled a thin crooked smile at a joke only he could understand and whisked them out into the chilly morning in their underwear-cloth to munition, sun rose to oblivion. 
——————————————
Final Word
Finally he arrived, the one they had been waiting for, last protégé to join their group, now they were nine children aspiring to become druids. Every new class began with nine, that much Llewellyn knew, not much more. 
 
All boys, rather young men, Llewelyn the youngest at 14, Bluther oldest at 23. There was something extra with the final child arriving late though, he was called Rudi and late middle-age. 
 
They all slept in a room with beds along the walls, Llewellyn slept in second last bed towards the window. First night bed next had been empty, now Rudi sat on its edge staring straight ahead, not paying any of the others any heed. Llewellyn had been sorting his cupboard for half an hour, for an opportunity to observe the man slanted from behind, now he walked over and simply asked.
 
«Why are you so old?» 
 
Rudi just looked at him, LLew pondered out loud. 
 
«I mean, I’m fourteen summers, you’re probably like forty.» 
 
	«I am forty-two.» 
 
«Then why are you here?»  
 
Rudi nodded, then told his story once, as he said. Everyone listened close and the one snoring soft was put awake. Rudi gave no emotional intonation but told in detail. He was a large, warm, humble man and a great warrior. He started by saying he had a competent teacher once long ago but one day his mentor had stated him not fit to learn more, judging him only adequate for soldiery.

——
«I was on scouting patrol in Avernií lands preparing for a cattle raid next spring when I received message my cousins keep, were my family harboured, was under attack. My neighbour and blood-sworn enemy had found my family and with me gone, the coward attacked. They killed all people and cattle, only my cousins son, a toddler survived carnage. 
 
I went bezerk sending messenger in advance telling him I knew it was his doing, I was coming. First line of defence I pierced with arrows at gloam, stealthily knifing the fourth before they even knew I was there. 
 
To death I entered my enemy’s keep in full sight. Four men fell as my nemesis fled like a dog further down his rabbit-hole. I followed, killing two more knights on the way. Finally there was only him left, a whimpering puppy begging for life, not even lifting his blade. 
 
Sudden tiredness overwhelmed me, maybe fatigue from my many wounds, maybe emptiness finally struck. Nemesis squirming, crying, watching in disbelief as I dropped sword and fell to one knee before the final kill.
 
Hands shaking, body convulsing. Final memory I have is him moving in with me down. But when he raised sword to deliver me the killing blow, face down, bottom of the basement sub-floor, a druid stormed in shouting. 
 
“Drop weapons!” 
 
Unfortunately my nemesis did.» 
 
————————-
Rudi looked down when done, mouth wording a silent prayer to the family he once had, in a distant life, another time. 
 
«Druid healed me back from the brink after, refusing to let me end it, said he’d gone through too much trouble to not let me heal proper first. He tied my arms and legs to the brit to hinder me, I only calmed once he promised I could kill myself when fit enough to walk off his staircase first. He cared for me for two months.
 
 First I thought he lived there, looking like he had for ages but he told me he was only traveling through, staying only for me on his way back to Mauritania.
 
  Weeks went by and when I could walk, I decided not to take my life, here we are, two days ago I was told to be an apprentice with you guys.» 
 
	«That’s more than they told us.» 
 
Llew answered nodding slow, thinking such a story fit perfect to the wilder rumours of extraordinary entrances. Dismissing the notion of extending any condolences.
 
	«So you didn’t have to go through the answer-cubicle mezmer?» 
 
Llew asked instead.
 
«Cubicl..?» 
 
Rudi looked confused at first. 
 
«…Oh, you mean answer and answer and answer for a day?» 
 
	«Yeah, well, it was four days for us, for me at least, we sat in tiny soundproof cubicles, it was weird.» 
 
Rudi nodded, Llew nodded back. 
 
	«Did you hear anything else, did that friendly druid of yours give any hints as to what comes nex…» 
 
«Scchhh… Someones coming.» 
 
An ovaté woke them and soon they stood dressed in too little cloth, shivering in cold winds, everyone else around dressed appropriate for the season. Tap-stepping, fingers in armpits long minutes later, ovaté led them to a humble hut. Druid Altair welcomed them standing mid dojo floor.
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