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Seth is a member of an ancient clan of druids that
have existed for over 5,000 years. The rituals they perform at the
changing of the seasons keep the very fabric of reality from
unraveling. But as he goes home for the Winter Solstice, all Seth
can think about is the huge fight he had with his boyfriend before
he left school for the holiday break.
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 The Bard and His Boyfriend

 


As these words flow through my mouth, the breath of
those tellers of tales traveling the spiral of time before and
after me, expels from my lungs. As dawns break and seasons turn,
the tales speak themselves and the world unfolds once more. When
the space between this world and the Other is as thin as fog being
broken up by the sunrise, as ephemeral as clouds whisking through a
twilight sky, as changeable as the sands on the shore, we gather.
As we approach this darkest day, we gather to be remade.

 

Hear then, and re-member.

 

I closed my eyes as the commanding words
flowed over and around me. They echoed in my sinews and bones,
rattled my flesh and made my soul feel like something tangible I
could hold in my hand. They were the same words that concluded the
celebrations on the first night of the week-long Winter Solstice
rituals every year, but they were more than just words—they
were awen spoken by a true bard and had power beyond
measure.

Since the Celtic tribes first emerged in
Eastern Europe, almost 5,000 years ago, my clan has been the
caretakers of the awen. At
each changing of the season, every member of the clan gathered for
seven days and breathed life from the Otherworld into this one,
remaking and re-membering the very fabric of existence.

We were the last clan of true bards and
somehow we had ended up in the middle of nowhere in Sweet Briar
Valley, North Dakota. To anyone outside the clan, the town would
appear as if it had been abandoned a hundred years before. The exit
from I-94 was marked “No Services,” so rarely did a tourist or
wayfarer take a wrong turn or get lost and find themselves
wandering around a town that didn’t exist.

That’s why his arrival was such a shock.

Maddie ran up and grabbed my arm.

“Seth, come on. Mama said you have to come
quick. There’s a stranger, and he says he knows you.”

Her voice was high with excitement and an
edge of panic. Strangers didn’t happen in Sweet Briar Valley. Ever.
I had no choice but to run with her, or she would have pulled my
arm out of its socket.

“Maddie. Slow down. I’m coming.” Track had
never been my strong suit, and I was already slightly out of
breath.

“But, Seth, it’s a stranger.” The only sign
that she had run all the way from the diner and then halfway back
already was a slight pink tint to her cheeks. She had the same pine
green eyes that just about everyone in the clan had, including me,
even though she hadn’t been born into the clan, and the
stubbornness shining in them told me I had better just shove my
concerns about breathing on the back burner and follow her as fast
I could.

Despite my desire to cough up a lung, a
slight smile played at my lips. Maddie was like a younger sister to
me. It was really wonderful to see her settling into the community
and running around like the little girl her parents never could
accept. She slowed down about three steps from the door to Mama’s
Diner and flashed a not-so-innocent smile over her shoulder before
striding inside.

The moment I followed her in I saw why.

Somehow, half the town had managed to make it
into the diner before I had. To a one, they wore huge grins and
were trying to shake the hand of a tall, tawny-skinned boy with
sparkling brown eyes and a flop of curly black hair. It sounded
like every single person was speaking at the same time.

And as soon as they noticed me, it got quiet
enough that you could have heard a pin drop forty miles away in
Bismarck.

“Seth!” he called, perhaps a little too
eagerly. His eyes were wide and surprised behind his glasses. My
heart seized in my chest and seemed to join my lungs in their
revolt against breathing properly. My mind raced. If he was here, I
knew what that meant. And I wasn’t quite ready to deal with it.

“Alè,” I whispered. I shook my head, cleared
my throat and tried again. “Alè.” It was slightly stronger this
time. I couldn’t seem to get much more than his name out.

However, before I could manage to shake off
my paralysis, Mama’s voice rang loud and clear through the silent
crowd.

“Seth, why didn’t you say you had met your
Chosen?”

All eyes turned to me. Alè
mouthed Chosen? at me and I groaned. Thankfully, it was enough
to knock me back into action.
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