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Troy

It wasn't real.

Troy stared out the window at the sunny grounds of the Tucson hospital. None of it. None of it was real. Not the Czer. Not the Black Travelers. Not— Not Kieran.

A different world... He watched a sparrow light on the tree branch outside, swallowing against the faint vertigo of the meds. Was it all in my head? The predators... the Tree of Deception, the Xerian, the Czer? The energy matrix of the Balance? Aodhan, who wanted to take it all down, and use me to do it?

He paused, caught in the moment of the bird's swelling throat as it burst into song.

Could I have made up the precepts of guardianship? 'Everything is related, always. There is no end to this, and no beginning. It simply is.' He took a breath, fighting back a cough as the air scraped through his nasal passageways. Could I have made up Kieran?

No! his heart cried.

But reason, and the eyes of every one of the doctors and therapists watching him since he’d woken this morning said yes.

And his father said yes.

Staring out the window, his back to the room, safe for the moment from the therapeutic study that had made all the moments of his day hell, Troy snarled silently, frustration drumming through him.

Oh, he knew their cautions were justified. When he’d woken from the ten-day-long coma Henderson had forced him into, everyone had thought he'd be confused, perhaps amnesiac, but glad to be awake, relieved to be sane.

They hadn't expected furious rage, exploding grief, complete and utter denial.

Snatched from a life of fulfilling, challenging work with the man he loved, Troy felt he'd had every reason to feel and act as he had those first few hours, but every attempt to explain his experiences and feelings only reinforced the diagnosis of the experts around him that he was still under the influence of the drugs Henderson had given him. Or mad.

They didn't call it that, of course. They used phrases like "...the drugs have severely compromised his reasoning... delusions of paranoia... hallucination-induced reality syndrome... and so on, until Troy was ready to scream.

Which he had, several times, fighting to hold onto his own beliefs, understandings, and experiences of his time with Kieran. So they sedated him. Not enough to put him to sleep – he'd heard enough of their conversations to know they didn't dare do something that might push him back into a coma – but enough to calm him.

At least that gave him time, time to realize that any attempt to explain what had happened to him would sound like gibberish to his listeners. Kieran's world (Abhaile!) operated by such different rules than his own that anything he said about it would simply confirm the doctors' beliefs that Henderson's drugs had damaged Troy so badly that the blond couldn’t recognize the real world anymore, let alone live in it.

And then there was his father.

Troy groaned, stifling the sound into an aborted growl.

His father.

A man he hated – he knew that now – who didn't understand Troy in the slightest, or care to, either.

Not a nice man, your pop. Henderson's words came back to him, and he ground his teeth.

Not like Dann. Not like Zeke. His uncles had fathered his young self with all the love imaginable, until the man who could legitimately claim to be his biological sire had ‘kidnapped’ him at age seven, rejecting the gay couple with a hateful bigotry that still lingered in Troy’s heart.

What would they think of this? Of me?

He shook his head, blinking the tree outside back into focus. Would they believe me? Would they run away? Or would they take me home?

He wished he knew. Hell, he wished he could ask them.

I'd have to get out of here first. And then find them.

He glanced around the room, then back outside, brief clarity surging through him. And getting out of here will be difficult, or impossible, if I'm not careful.

He wished now he hadn't been so open about himself and Kieran in those first few hours of wakefulness. His thoughts stalled on images of his bondmate, pictures racing through his head, adventures and learning and love sliding through him.

His father hadn't taken that well, no, not well at all, raging at him that his son would never be like that, not a fag.... Troy had barely noticed the hateful words at the time, but now he was dimly glad that the hospital staff had removed the man, and he hadn’t seen him since. He had to thank the hospital for that, at least.

He leaned against the window, watching a cactus wren land on the saguaro in the large xeriscaped patio outside, and sighed. Damn, he missed the high, pine-covered mountains he'd known the last few months. He missed the wide, white trails he’d watched Kieran call again and again, the nut trees with their differently colored nuts, the caora órga plant with the fruit you had to request. He even missed the will-o’-the-wisps from the Tree of Deception.

All right, here's the deal. He stared out at the sharp shadows cast by the desert sunlight. Either it was real, or it wasn't. He drew a difficult breath, holding onto the thought with all his attention.

If it wasn't real, then the drugs Henderson slipped me were hallucinogens, and everything after that was my own delusions. And all I have – all I am – is what everyone else says, including my father. He closed his stinging eyes against the gray despair and swallowed. And all I have is a life I hate.

He remembered Henderson's description of that life, precise and detailed. You drive for as many miles as you have gas, twice a week and sometimes more, as far as you can get. You hike and camp and ride and tell no one. You compete in tennis, silently, fiercely, and no one knows it except your competitors. You spent years learning karate, and still don't connect, not to your sensei, not to your companions in that learning, not to anyone. You find private places to watch the sunset and sunrise, places you share with no one.

Troy still had no idea how Henderson had known his life so well, but it certainly hadn't been by mundane means. He couldn’t have missed the old man, not with his dirty shirt, gray jeans, and stained tennis shoes; he would’ve stood out like a neon sign in Troy's neighborhood.

But that very fact supported Henderson's description of himself as someone who could see realities, futures, Troy's among them. Or, as Kieran had called him, "a Revealer," who had opened a doorway to a world where Troy could build himself a home, a future, and a love that made his life complete.

Except it hadn't been real. Or at least it hadn't been as solid, as physical, as it had seemed.

While he'd been off "cavorting in an insane wilderness," as his father had sarcastically called it, his body had lain in that desert shack, driven into stupor and coma by the drugs Henderson forced down his throat, saved from dying only by an unexpected passerby. Even Troy had believed, in the beginning of his adventure, that his experiences weren’t real, saying he just had to wait until he woke up and he'd be back in his own world.

Yet that belief had almost gotten him killed, several times. And even now, faced with the evidence of his physical existence in this world, he still believed in the reality of Abhaile, in the knife edge escapes he had Kieran to thank for.

Kieran.

The Guardian had told him, again and again, that his world was real, with its own dangers and wonders and complexities Troy couldn't imagine creating in his own mind. But Kieran had also told him that he, Troy, wasn't going to wake up and find himself back home.

And he had.

So, either Kieran had lied to him, or he hadn't known as much as he’d said, or there was more to what had happened to Troy than the simple black-and-white of a 'this world/that world' choice.

So, was it real, or wasn't it? He sniffled, wiping his nose as it dripped. And if it was real, how can I get back?

​*****
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Troy paced slowly along the two-block road leading to the house he’d once considered home, carrying the thin hospital bag with his possessions and ignoring the empty space beside him where Jai should be. The large, tawny, energy-sighted dog had been his constant companion for months now, and he felt abandoned.

He wished the traffic was lighter. His head hurt, and the constant swish of the passing cars made it throb even more fiercely. But at 6:30 on an early September evening, with the sun setting over his shoulder, it seemed everyone else was heading toward the restaurant where the taxi had dropped him an hour before. He sighed.

At least he’d made it out of the hospital, and without being institutionalized.

It hadn't been easy.

Sure it was. His mouth twisted. I just had to agree with them, deny everything that happened to me, claim it was a delusion, a set of hallucinations. Once I convinced them I believed that they could let me go with a clear conscience.

And after twenty-four hours inside the hospital, the prospect of facing time in an institution – with drugs, and questions, and therapy – had been more than enough incentive to drive him to do just that. Denying his experiences, denying Kieran, had been easy when faced with the alternative.

After all, whether it was real or not, I’m not going to figure it out in there.

He turned away from the thought, focusing instead on his house, coming into view as he rounded the curve.

Home.

Unbidden, a vision of what he would’ve been doing with Kieran at this hour flooded through him. It would’ve been the day after the Solstice Festival, and he would've been sitting down to supper with Brendan, Rhiannon, Aithne... people who were more his family than any he'd ever known in this world – except Dann and Zeke.

And Kieran, of course, leaning back in the seat next to his, close, his presence drumming in Troy’s heart and soul.

Tomorrow Troy would’ve met with the Council of Guardians, receiving his first assignment from them. He would've been part of the energy structure of that world, of Abhaile, without even thinking about it, aware of his place with the nearby mountains and forests and the town of Ceithre Coirnéil.

But I wasn't there physically. That's obvious. Was that what Kieran wouldn't, or couldn't, tell me? Why? And how in the world could I be there and be solid and yet not be there ‘for real?’

He sighed, blinking furiously against his stinging eyes. Maybe it wasn’t real.

It was! some part of him protested.

Troy shifted his gaze, glancing across the nearby trees – palo verde and mesquite. A line of cottonwoods ran behind the houses, marking an empty waterway. The buildings were ordinary, nice but nothing to write home about. The blue sky was cloudless, a hint of cumulus rising from its edges. 

But all of it was flat, characterless, a video with no depth, no resolution. Even the colors felt superficial, as if he could clean the whiteboard and himself with it and be... nowhere.

It’s like I’m blind. I went from being part of an energy matrix, knowing myself in relationship to everything around me – the mountains, the trees, the rivers, the towns – to this. I can’t feel my own feet on this sidewalk. Am I even here?

He looked out at the busy road. If I stepped into that traffic, would one of those cars hit me? 

Kieran’s voice rang through him, angry. That’s running away, Troy. Turn forward into this learning.

He almost turned to look, but the words stood alone in his mind, no golden dust trembling between them, and their bondmate connection was silent. 

It was just his mind, reproducing his dark-haired lover’s reply.

He sighed, turning into his tree-shaded driveway, making his way along the car parked in the space, its deep black shade sharply contrasting with the flame-detailing running along the sides of the vehicle.

He halted to rest his hand on its hood. It was cool, and he took a step closer.

"Bet you missed that car, didn't you?"

Troy started violently, turning to stare at the stranger on the sidewalk behind him.

"Sorry, man," the intruder said apologetically, striding up the driveway. 

Troy fought not to back up.

"Didn't mean to startle you. Just thought you deserved a welcome back, you know? And after all you’ve been through, it must feel good to see your car again, know that life can get back to normal."

Troy literally couldn't find words to answer the friendly query of the visitor he dimly recognized as his neighbor. The car felt strange, unfamiliar, and Troy felt out of place, alien. He managed to nod, and the man didn't seem to need anything more, just clapped him on the back.

"Just let me know if you need anything," he advised, turning back to his own house.

Troy watched him go, gritting his teeth against the energy overload of the man's touch, and wondering what his name was. He couldn't remember.

He turned toward the house, stumbling on the steps, surprised by his clumsiness, and remembering, as if in a dream, the doctor's warning that his coordination and muscle tone would need some recovery time.

More proof, if he’d needed it, that his time with Kieran wasn’t real.

It was!

Well, okay, he amended, digging his keys out of the bag, then it wasn't physical. This body wasn't there.

And that statement made so little sense that he almost snorted, except that when he pushed open the door to his house and stepped inside, he had to fight not to back out again.

It wasn't home.

It didn't even feel like his house. He stepped cautiously through the entryway and into the living room, half-expecting the owner to walk in and demand an explanation for Troy’s presence.

He recognized his furniture, his belongings, but none of it felt like his, and he paused in the kitchen doorway, shaken.

How the hell can something that's supposed to be mine feel so wrong? This isn't my house, damnit! Or my car, or my life!

Fear dried his mouth, and in desperation he pulled open the fridge, remembering how, months before, standing on the hillside of a very different world, he'd wanted to get back to the bottle of cold Gatorade sitting inside.

It was still there. He grabbed it, tipping the cold liquid into his mouth, then promptly spat it into the sink, reaching for the tap to rinse his mouth out. Apparently, months – no, days, just days – were enough for the drink to go bad. Although Gatorade usually lasted longer than that...

It was just one more thing that was wrong, and he held onto the sink, shivering. Out of step, out of phase, alien...

I don't belong here! It's not real; I'm not real!

​
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Chapter 2
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Kieran

Kieran stepped around the mountain ridge, breathing hard as he crested the slope, striding quickly through the steadily thinning pines. He didn't pause to stare out over the magnificent vista, walking even faster as he entered the meadow.

I shouldn't be here. I shouldn't be doing this.

Troy wasn’t here, wouldn’t be here, but Kieran just couldn’t stop looking for him.

He crossed the meadow, shivering at sight of the boulder pinning the meadow's other end, naked longing rushing through him.

The boulder was empty, white in the summer sun, with no sign that Troy had ever sat there, using Kieran's Guardian board to map the energy matrix of the mountains and forests and rivers around them.

Memories fled through him of their time on this mountain, scenes imprinted on his soul, as vivid as if they’d occurred yesterday. Troy's curious examination of the Guardian drawing board when he thought himself alone, his tumble into the deserted but unseen Xerian pit beside the boulder and how he'd trusted Kieran to aid his escape, their discussions of energy and how it worked in Abhaile as the blond learned the rudiments of its use.

The young Guardian paced forward, pausing to gaze down into the pit. If he stared hard, he thought he could see the scuff marks of Troy's fall and his escape, climbing up the rope Kieran had dropped into his hands. But it was probably his imagination. More than a month had passed since that event, and rain and wind had wiped the dirt clean.

He drew a long breath, his chest aching, fighting the loneliness that never seemed to leave him now. His mind was empty, the golden sparks that had so often danced between them snuffed out by Troy's death, and Kieran often wondered now if the next trail he’d call would lead him to join his bondmate on the other side of that crossing. He hadn't shared the thought with anyone, but the idea had a dangerous attraction. To see Troy again...

The blond had been the first and only one to touch his soul in such depth, to create such a mental bond. Even Brendan – Kieran’s MindHealer and Healer... and father – had never been able to do that.

Kieran turned away from that thought, his lips twisted.

And then there was Aodhan, the senior Guardian who had pursued Troy with a dogged obsession, and who was now a danger to all the tiers of settlement. What he wanted, how he would act to achieve it... that was still to be understood, and without Troy's insight into the knowledge that Aodhan had taken from him, defeating him would be more difficult and dangerous.

And he, Kieran, led the team likely to be assigned that mission.

The Guardian bowed his head to that knowledge, the commitment a tether tugging him back to the town he'd left weeks before to mourn. He turned back to the trail he’d so hastily climbed, his shoulders bent under the burden, and began the long hike down the mountain.

Alone.

*****
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Troy

Oh my God. It can't be.

Troy stared at Henderson, leaning against the wall of the bus stop shelter on the intersection’s far side.

Spooked chills raced through the young man sitting in his car at the red light. The chances of finding the man at all, particularly in an accidental meeting like this, on the evening of the day following his release from the hospital, were so low as to be astronomically against him. Hot excitement flushed through him.

Everything is related, always. There is no end to this, and no beginning. It simply is.

The first precept of Guardianship rang through him, and he swallowed hard, reining in his eagerness as he looked around, seeking a way across the street.

Minutes later, he pulled into the grocery store parking lot siding the bus stop, and parked, his hands shaking slightly as he set the brake.

Once out of the car, he broke into a run toward the bus stop, sliding to a halt only feet from the man he sought, barely managing to keep his balance. "Henderson?"

When the man didn't glance at him, he took a step closer, anticipation torching through him. "Henderson!"

Henderson jumped, turning to look at him. "Are you talking to me?"

"Of course I am," Troy said heatedly. "You sent me into a world where I could find my place!"

Wariness rapidly clouded the man's face. "I don't know what you're talking about."

Troy blinked. "What? Of course you do! Remember me? Troy Kirkland? You found me in the desert, around two weeks ago?"

Henderson shrank away from him. "No. I'm not that man. I don't know what you're talking about!"

Troy stared at him, taking in the details he hadn't seen before. The man was dressed casually, but his clothes were far nicer than those he'd worn in the ramshackle desert shack. His grey tennis shoes were gone, replaced by respectable loafers, his shirt and slacks matched in shade and quality, with no rips or tears, and his hair was combed. And he was younger, twenty years at least. Troy would place him in his forties now, where before he’d seemed much older.

But the most significant difference was the look in his eyes as he backed away from Troy – sane and rational, with none of the fiery, half-wild, all-seeing expression he'd had the last time. The man Troy had met before, seemingly half a lifetime ago, had seen Troy, his life and his living of it, the unfulfilled possibilities of who he was, in a way this man never could.

"You're not him," Troy said numbly, crushing disappointment making it hard to breathe.

"No!"

The half-pleading note in Henderson's voice was unmistakable, and Troy blinked at him. "Why not?"

Henderson hesitated, then said quickly, "I'm sorry if I did something to you before. Sometimes, when I'm off my meds, I do things, say things, that aren't real. But honestly, I'm not a bad man, I just—"

"You're running away," Troy realized. "There's no place in this world for someone with the sight of a Revealer, so everyone tells you it's madness and you believe them." He took a long breath, his own uncertainties rising to nearly strangle him. "Reality is more than you think it is," he said stubbornly, fighting the rising crest of frustration and heartache. "Before, you saw more, knew more, than you ever can this side of the drugs."

He started back to his car, blinking back the stinging tears, Henderson's confused stare warm on his back.

*****
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Kieran

Kieran stirred, opening his eyes to stare up at a clear blue sky. Late afternoon sunlight fell across him in wide swaths, filtered through the tree branches waving above him, and he swallowed dryly.

Piles of leaves and needles surrounded him, dry branches poking his side, and he took a cautious breath. Pain forked through him – ribs, back, shoulder. His neck hurt, and little white lights danced in his vision when he lifted his head.

He put his head down and lay still, breathing lightly until his vision cleared. Turning slightly, he looked up the mountain, tracing the marks of his fall down its forested slope hours earlier. Fortunately, his path hadn't intersected any large trees, but he knew he had bruises and scratches in abundance.

He cautiously bent one knee, then the other. A bolt of agony lanced through his left ankle, whitening his horizon again for a long moment. He gasped, laying his foot down carefully, and tried to relax.

He was fortunate that his shields were strong, and no predator had attacked him while he lay unconscious. But the sun was close to setting, and if he was to survive the night, he had to find shelter, build a camp and a fire, find food and water.

Memories surged through him of the last time he'd suffered major injuries, after Aodhan's attack, when the man had tried to take Troy against his will. The encounter had almost killed the Guardian, and without his bondmate's support he would’ve died, as Troy packed their belongings, saddled their horses, and called a trail home, holding Kieran unconscious on the horse in front of him.

Kieran took a long breath, pushing the memories away. He stood alone now, and his life lay in his own hands.

He sat up, gritting his teeth against the flare of pain that iced through his head, and just managed to reach his pack, which had luckily landed nearby. Using his store of medical supplies to bind his ankle, he applied bandages and ointment liberally across his numerous scratches and bruises, then cut a staff from a nearby tree and dragged himself to his feet. 

Thank the Three I’m near one of my caches. He’d scattered many stashes of supplies across these mountains; it wasn't the first time the practice had saved his life.

​
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The man frowned as he stood outside the cave, a hollow of darkness barely visible against the hillside. No firelight danced within its walls, not even the dull glow of coals banked against the night, and only the energy shields revealed its occupant. But under the silence and the darkness, he sensed the weakness of the one who lay there, and the pain – of body, and of soul. He sighed and stepped closer, feeling his way into the wards, easing through them until he stood inside the cave, then knelt, reaching to touch the young man lying on the cave floor. His skin was hot and dry.

He stood again, looking through the darkness to the firepit, the tinder within burned to dry ashes long hours before, not replenished from the stack next to it. He moved to it, rummaging through the pile to find new tinder, carefully laying it out, then pulled his crystal from his pocket, quickly calling a fire that blossomed into existence. Larger branches laid across the now crackling flames ensured their continued life, and he turned, studying the young man revealed in the firelight.

Dark-haired and slim, bruises and scratches clear on his skin, he lay still, deeply unconscious, only a faint frown revealing the awareness that must exist at some level as his wards were penetrated, his protection broken, and his own vulnerability laid bare.

So this was Kieran. The only survivor of an unknown predator who had killed or taken every other resident of the fragile eighth tier of settlement, able to read and shape energy relationships in very unusual ways, abhorred by many, held in awe by some, spurned by many of his fellow Guardians. He was an agent of the Council of Guardians, leader of a team who had broken the threat of the Black Travelers and brought their captives home. He had a history of rescuing those considered beyond aid, and had been bondmate to an outworlder who had died.

The pain of that loss echoed clearly to the man standing in the cave, as did Kieran's physical weakness, spawned by some predator. The shields, viewed from this side, showed infinitesimal cracks, wavering ever so slightly as the strain of holding them for many hours took its toll on the young Guardian.

The stranger sighed again, then sat beside Kieran, his fingers encircling the young man's wrist. He closed his eyes, reaching out...

Some, he knew, would’ve counseled him to simply take down the wards by force and rebuild them again through his own strength. Trying to touch Kieran's spirit, gain his cooperation and his trust, would take time that could cost them.

But wrenching control of the shields from the Guardian would rouse all Kieran's formidable fighting spirit, distracting him from his struggle against whatever predator's attack had left him in this state.

And anyway, such rough handling was not his way.

So... he reached.

It took some time, particularly because Kieran was not truly conscious to reason with – and the young man had a fierce distrust of strangers he met on the trail. Reasonably so, given his history, but the man beside him had the advantages of maturity and experience, and eventually he managed to slip his mental fingers through Kieran's, taking control of the shields, a move much like gathering up the reins of an unruly horse. The young man took a deep breath, sighing it out and relaxing into a deeper sleep.

The stranger rose to his feet, shaking out the stiffness of his long vigil, then stood and stared at the cave entrance, releasing Kieran's shields and weaving his own in their place.

*****
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Kieran woke, danger thrilling through him. He lay still, his eyes closed, breathing light, reaching out to sense the stranger in his space.

"The welcome of the Three to you, Kieran."

Kieran opened his eyes, turning to stare at the man who sat cross-legged beside the small fire, smiling at him. Dressed in green and brown, his clothing was trail-worthy, not the finer fabrics worn in town, and the shadows dancing across him hid his stone from view.

The young Guardian licked his lips, trying not to frown as his awareness caught up with the moment. He was still in the cave, but the wards he’d placed across its entrance were gone, with his own consent. Poison weakened him – from the sting of the veriken, which meant his personal shields had failed while he lay on that hillside after his fall.

And that fall had been... days ago. His internal clock was remorselessly clear on that. He’d lain in this cave for days, unconscious and vulnerable, his barriers pierced by the intruder, who had clearly been here some time.

He blushed, staring at the stranger. In all his years in the wilderness, he’d been injured, attacked by predators, suffered illness, but his personal shields had never failed him. Troy was the only one he’d ever invited into his private space, and the outworlder was the sole exception to Kieran’s unwritten policy of never asking for or accepting help from anyone. His thoughts skittered away from his bondmate, quickly focusing on the moment.

"I'm the first to seek you out," the man said quietly, as if responding to a question. "And there is nothing wrong with accepting aid from another."

It was something his father might have said, and Kieran's gaze fell. "Who are you?" He blinked, surprised at his rusty voice.

"You may call me Rhys." The visitor laid a small log on the fire, soothing the leaping flames with a raised hand, and turned to study Kieran again. "Who I am, or will be, depends upon you."

Kieran frowned then. That was a use-name, not a full one, and something about the man tugged at him. His gaze slid to Rhys’ throat, the stone there revealed as the fire ate its way into its new fuel, its light brighter than moments before.

The stone was violet. Rhys was a Master Guardian.

Kieran jerked upright, then fell, weakness seizing his muscles.

"Not a wise move," Rhys said, reaching to pull the blanket over him again. "You will not be ready to call that trail for several days yet."

Kieran closed his eyes, focusing on his breathing, calming his energy. Rhys had said he'd sought Kieran in the wilderness. But the young man had told no one of his goal. Even Brendan would know only that he’d faced danger, that he was injured – the bare facts, not location or direction. No one else would know even that, and while there were always a few Guardians in each generation who felt the call of the wilderness and subsequently made their work there, he knew most of the older ones by sight. That left one he wouldn’t recognize.

Emrys.

He opened his eyes again to stare at the man, who wore a wry smile.

"Erëa said you were quick of thought, and she was not wrong." He inclined his head to Kieran. "Yes, I am Emrys, and I was looking for you."

The younger Guardian studied him, not ready to ask the obvious question. As a youth growing up, he’d modeled his life on Emrys. Years before Kieran's birth, the man had led a team into the wilderness to choose the town sites for the 8th tier. After reporting their success, the team had explored further east, seeking to lay the foundation of a trail to a nearby major river. In doing so, they encountered a new predator, which killed all of Emrys' team except him, holding him prisoner for several years before he managed to kill it and escape. After his recovery, he went on to explore the mountains north of the tiers, contacting the first nonhumans ever found, creating trade relations with them. He was now ambassador to those peoples and hadn’t returned to the tiers in years.

All this fled through Kieran's mind as he stared at the man, and Emrys blushed, looking down to nudge the fire into a lesser blaze. Shadows grew in the cave, and the young man took a long breath, weariness stealing in as he relaxed, his eyes heavy.

He didn’t need to fear this man at his back.
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Chapter 3
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Troy

Troy woke with a gasp, panting, abruptly conscious that a clock was ticking somewhere, that his life was on a time. There were tasks he had to perform soon to meet the deadline.

What deadline? What tasks?

But the awareness was so powerful, so insistent, that he couldn’t doubt its reality, even while he lay in his bed, shaken and bewildered. The need to be up and doing, to answer the almost compulsive drive to act, propelled him out of his bed and into the shower in record time.

He was tired but no less driven when he stepped into the kitchen half an hour later, eying the narrow ribbon of sunlight that had worked its way through his eastern window blinds even at the early hour of six-thirty a.m. It would be a hot one today.

He snorted at that, even while he started to fix breakfast. When wasn't it hot in Tucson in late summer and early fall?

The feeling of being an intruder in the space that should be his own hadn’t faded overnight. The sense of being out of phase was still just as strong, too, and after dropping two bowls and a glass and sweeping up the pieces, Troy gave up on fixing a hot breakfast and instead chose cereal. He was afraid that the sense of unreality that made everything feel at one remove might set him up for a nasty burn if he couldn't control it enough to cook.

He wasn't hungry anyway, but his awareness of the clock that ticked behind every movement also drove him to eat something. He wouldn't be able to accomplish the tasks he had to complete if he let food slide. Never mind that he had no idea what those tasks were.

He finally settled into the breakfast nook with his cornflakes, choking them down despite their strange smell. The milk tasted bad, but the date on the carton was a week ahead. He managed to clean the bowl, but was glad to push it away. The food at the restaurant had tasted odd, too, but he'd put it down to just coming out of the hospital. Now he wasn't sure.

He covered his face with his hands, aching, but the tears wouldn't come. God knew he'd spent enough of them in the hospital.

What can I do? How can I get home?

He lifted his head, staring across the strange yet familiar living room. Maybe Henderson could...

The thought died with the hope. Even if he could find the man again, the chances of convincing him that his ability to build portals was more than a delusion – no, Troy didn't see that happening.

Can't really blame him. Everyone tells him he's nuts without the meds, and why shouldn't he believe them? I'm not sure what's real, and I was there.

He sighed, rubbing his eyes, then propped his chin on his hand. "There has to be some way home," he whispered. The sense of the ticking clock torched through him again, and he forced himself to stay seated against the urge to charge out the door and do something.

Everything is related, always. There is no end to this, and no beginning. It simply is.

Did that Guardian precept – could it – work in this world too?

"Damned if I know," he muttered, flinching as the phone rang.

He had no urge to pick up, and stood to gather his dishes as the machine clicked into record mode.

"Hello, Troy," a woman’s voice said briskly. "Your father let me know you’re out of the hospital. You know how busy I am this time of year, so call my secretary and she’ll set us up for lunch. I have a couple of eligible young women who are very interested in meeting you."

There was a pause, and the line went dead.

Troy rolled his eyes. "Thanks, Mom." He carried his dishes into the kitchen, returning to lean over and press the delete button. The message bar stopped blinking.

A memory of Rhiannon rolled through the blond, and he took a long breath. Kieran’s mother had been warm and welcoming, treating him as a member of her family from the moment of their meeting. She shared treats she’d baked, told him family stories, acted as his Healer when he’d needed her, scolded him when necessary. She’d taught him more about being a son with a mother than he’d ever received from the woman who gave him birth, and he swallowed, his throat tight, homesick longing spiraling through him.

*****
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Troy exited his Facebook account, sighing as he closed down his computer. The platform was dull and dead to him now, nothing connecting him to these former ‘friends.’ No one had even noticed his absence. He set the machine back on his desk, standing up just as a loud, peremptory knock rang through the small house.

He started toward the front door, stumbling over the step that led up the split-level floor, then checked his visitor through the peephole. "Hell," he muttered softly.

Another set of loud raps rang through the room, and Troy resignedly opened the door.

His father strode in like he owned the building, and Troy rolled his eyes, shutting the door behind him.

"Yes?" he said with bare civility.

"It's time for you to step up to your life, Hamilton."

Troy studied the man, wondering why he didn't feel the usual drop-kick sensation in the pit of his stomach. In the hospital he'd been drugged, not to mention stunned and grief-stricken, but now, it was as if he was seeing his father for the first time. A lot like Aodhan, in some ways, but without the Guardian powers.

And yet, growing up, he'd certainly felt the man had such powers. Well, maybe he did, then.

Dark-haired, dark–eyed, dressed in his ever-present suit and tie, his father stared at him expectantly, hands on his hips.

"What did you have in mind?" Troy asked, not bothering to invite him further into the house.

The man's eyes narrowed, and Troy wondered if he himself ever wore that cold, calculating look. He hoped not.

"You've gone your own way long enough; all this delusion about other worlds and being a fag will stop now. It's past time for you to follow orders. You will take your place in the company as my son. Immediately."

I'd forgotten about that, Troy mused, managing to sidestep the surge of bitter anger at the slur. The company in question was a mega-conglomerate, passed down to his father from his father, who had created it. It had begun as a shipping business – now its primary focus was transportation in all its forms. The company commanded an enormous quantity of ships, airplanes, trucks, trains, and was moving into the space industry. His father held the controlling interest in the company, and Troy had always known he was expected to step up to the plate and follow in his footsteps.

He couldn't imagine anything more horrifying.

"I don't think so."

It was the first time in his life he’d openly defied his father, and he was startled at how easy it was. After facing Aodhan, and Dechtire, the man just didn't seem that frightening anymore.

He’d never seen his father startled, but for just a moment his eyes widened. "What did you say?"

There’d been a time when that frozen tone would’ve made his stomach clench. But he’d faced the childhood terrors behind that fear, faced them and moved forward. Months of walking the trail with Kieran, battling Aodhan, becoming one of a team against the DragonLand, telling the story of his father's betrayal to Brendan – all of it conspired to make this moment possible, and he drew a deep breath, aware of the relaxation behind it. "I said no. I'll never work for you."

"Oh yes, you will," his father said viciously. "Unless you want to lose all the privileges of this life you lead. I have another child who can step into your place at any time."

Troy blinked, and his father smiled, a cold, terrifying expression. "You see? You're my son. And by God, you will do me proud."

Troy looked at him for a long moment, sudden pity moving through him. "Is that all you can think of? If you've a child by a mistress, I'm sorry for him, or her. But my answer is still no. I will never, under any circumstances, work for you."

He held firm to that position, and a few minutes later the front door slammed behind his father as he stormed out. Troy had never seen him in such a towering rage before, but his strongest feeling as the man's footsteps echoed back to him from the porch was relief. Overwhelming relief.

He'd done it, and he was free. Free at last.

And he could never have faced his father with the same steady purpose if his experiences in Kieran's world hadn't changed him.

​*****
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Kieran

It was two days later. That was one of Kieran's quick realizations when he surfaced into consciousness again.

Birdsong was loud outside the cave, and when he opened his eyes, it was to see morning sunlight painting stripes across the stone of the entrance. The cavern was empty, although a pack sat in a corner, signaling that Rhys, no, Emrys, was still there, even if absent at the moment.

He pushed slowly to a sitting position, back against the stone wall, breathing deep against the weakness that iced its way into his muscles. The veriken was a minor predator, but if it caught one unaware, its poison crept deep into the body, slowly lowering the victim's energy until his breathing stopped, his heart stuttered to a halt, and he died. As Kieran would’ve, without Emrys.

Fortunately, the solution to that poison was simple, easily made and easily stored. He had such healing potions in every cache and carried it in every pack. He simply hadn't realized he'd needed it until too late.

No, that was too easy an answer. He should have known, should have identified the predator's influence before he ever fell prey to it.

His shields should never have failed in the first place.

The bushes outside rustled, and Emrys stepped into the cave, carrying two fat fish and one rabbit. "Ah," he said, smiling at Kieran as he sat down. "I hoped you would wake today."

He dropped the fish into a pot and pulled out his knife to skin the rabbit, the golden dot of light that signified his diplomat status twinkling above his stone, barely visible in the firelight. "What were you thinking with such a stern frown?"

Kieran almost answered him, but habitual reticence tied his tongue. "You were looking for me?" he asked, turning the question and fighting back a blush as the man's smile widened.

"I was," Emrys answered, courteously following the shift in subject, his gaze steady on Kieran even as he skinned the rabbit.

Kieran was silent, a rare hesitation making him pause. Of all men alive, he respected this one, and for one of the few times in his life, he felt uncertain, even shy.

Emrys' smile softened. "Erëa asked me to find you."

Kieran frowned, confusion sliding through him. "Why?" he asked bluntly.

The man glanced down at the rabbit, gutting and spearing it in a moment of silence, then spitted the animal across the fire. He looked up, his suddenly sober gaze pinning the young Guardian. "She suggested I mentor you to R'Guardianship."

Kieran stared at him, wordless. Master Guardians mentored R'Guardians who wished to attain that level, but they never worked with B'Guardians in such intimate terms. He’d always counted himself fortunate to be apprenticed to a Master like Erëa; that was unusual enough, but not unheard of. He took a deep breath. "Why?"

"Not for the reasons you're thinking," Emrys said dryly, and Kieran felt his face heat up. "The answer is twofold. First is that you are an extremely gifted young Guardian, with an unusual history. She thought such a relationship between us might benefit us both." He studied the young man, then added softly, "As do I."

Kieran swallowed dryly. To be offered such a connection, such an opportunity, with this man.... He’d never dreamed of such. "And the second reason?" he asked, trying to bank his inner fire, the excitement that stole through his veins.

"Ah," Emrys said, sobering. "That answer is founded in your team."

Kieran blinked at him, and the Master Guardian leaned back against the wall. "You have never been part of a working team."

The words weren’t a question, but Kieran shook his head, his gaze falling. "No."

He knew the answer marked him. B'Guardians always spent their first years after graduating from the Hall in a team led by one or several R'Guardians, working with older B'Guardians and learning their craft as the team performed various tasks across the tiers. There had been no such assignment to a team when he’d graduated; instead, Erëa had offered him the chance to work for the Council, and he’d gladly agreed. He’d sometimes wondered if anyone would’ve accepted him onto a team if she hadn't opened that door, but he’d wanted to work in the wilderness, and few teams operated there.

"It is rare to have a team of all B'Guardians," Emrys continued, and the lack of censure in his voice allowed Kieran to relax, glancing up as the man continued. "In a typical situation, it would not be allowed, primarily because there would be no more experienced Guardians to aid in the growth of the younger ones." He inclined his head to Kieran, his lips twitching into a small grin. "Your team, however, is anything but typical, as is the situation framing its creation and continuation." He paused, then added gently, "And you are not a typical B'Guardian."

Kieran swallowed, not letting his glance drop from the kind, piercing gaze. "But still a B'Guardian."

"Just so."

Kieran inhaled, the pieces of the conversation falling into place. "Are you saying that this mentorship should bring me to a place where I'm supposed to... teach my team members how to move forward into their Guardianship?"

Emrys raised an eyebrow at him. "No."

Kieran frowned at him, confused, and Emrys smiled at him. "No," he repeated. "Your teammates’ growth and learning along their personal trails is theirs alone, and you are not expected to model such learning for them, nor to shape their learning through deliberate action. Leading your team, particularly if you are assigned to follow Aodhan, which seems likely, will be challenge enough. And a mentoring relationship will offer you support along that path, if you choose to commit to it." He leaned forward to place another branch on the fire, his quiet gaze on Kieran.

Kieran stared through the cave mouth, trying to let the birdsong filling the cavern still the tension running through him. He’d always walked alone, had never sought the company of other Guardians, or wanted them. When his team had been created, it had been for a one-time event, a mission into a wilderness he understood well, seeking an enemy he’d been uniquely qualified to follow and find.

And that should have been the end of it – if Aodhan hadn't involved himself.

Kieran hastily shied away from the memories of Troy that ran through that time, warm with gold glitter, and pulling his attention back to the issue at hand.

He’d known that his team would continue, at least for a time, and that his would be the leadership of that group. He’d shied away from considering what that role would mean – the linkages that such shared action would create between them all, the deepening relationships that would bind them together across time and distance – and now he swallowed, hard.

Did he even want to lead the team?

"Of course not," Emrys said softly. "After all, you walk alone, always."

Kieran jerked his gaze back to the man, startlement running through him like water. The words echoed his own certainty back to him, and he shivered. "How...?"

The Master Guardian shrugged. "How do I know your truth so well?" He studied the younger man for a long moment. "You must be aware that I took down your shields with your consent."

Kieran's gaze fell, heat rushing to his cheeks. Yes, he knew that, but he hadn't wanted to think about the meeting between their minds and spirits that such an agreement would require. He’d ignored Emrys' ability to read his thoughts and feelings since he woke, but the signs of connection between them were now clear.

The foundation of mentorship had already been laid between their souls.

He took a long breath, pushing that knowledge aside to examine later, and looked up at the man. "Then you know why I can't lead them. I don't—" he paused to breathe, sudden tension roaring through him at the abrupt recognition of what that leadership would mean to him and his life and his living of it. "I led one mission, to track the Black Travelers. Nothing else!"

Emrys met his gaze. "But you did lead them. And the decisions you made were difficult and far-reaching. You have shown that you have the capacity to lead, whether you believe it of yourself or not."

Kieran eyed the veins of crystal running through the cave wall next to him, his mouth tight. The only person alive with whom he'd ever had such revealing conversations was his father, and those had been difficult enough. Sharing with anyone other than Brendan and Troy....

"It was one mission," he repeated helplessly, panic circling in his soul. "One."

"You are an interesting mixture of experience, maturity, and uncertainty," Emrys commented, the thoughtful tone drawing Kieran's gaze back to him. "You have shouldered responsibilities a senior Guardian would prefer to avoid, faced adversaries few Guardians of any rank would survive, and have stepped into leadership of a highly unusual team. And yet you are determined to walk alone, at any price."

"It's safer!" Kieran snapped without thinking, then blushed, looking away.

"For them or for you?"

"Both," Kieran muttered, studying the small stones at his feet.

"Why?"

Kieran couldn't find an answer, and was silent, trying to step beyond his own simmering resentment at the questions. He recognized his own anger as a defense against the reality that lay at the heart of his life, but he was helpless to call a trail to its center.

Had Erëa recognized this quagmire in him? Was that why she’d suggested he be mentored?

"Erëa's reasons were what I said, and nothing more," Emrys answered quietly, and Kieran tried not to cringe at the stark exposure of his own uncertainty. He felt naked.

"The mentor relationship is difficult, revealing both our souls," Emrys said, and some pain underlying the words allowed Kieran to look up, seeing the fine line between the man's eyebrows.

Emrys met his gaze, the caring in his eyes so clear and deep that Kieran slowly relaxed. He knew without words that there was no cruelty in the man, knew he would take no pleasure in or advantage from his knowledge of Kieran's soul. And the relationship went both ways, he realized. He sensed the truths of Emrys' own life, the trails he’d called that had gone awry, the journeys of his own learning and the pain that had built lines in his spirit.

He inhaled and held it, then blew it out it and nodded, knowing that in committing to this relationship he was embarking on a journey that would change him in ways he couldn’t yet measure. Was this what Troy had experienced when he’d accepted his own place in this reality and Kieran's mentoring? He winced away from the question, and the memories that lurked there, knowing that Emrys shared that pain with him, and that the answer to his unspoken question was yes.
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Chapter 4
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Kieran

Kieran sat back against the sun-warmed boulder outside the cave, relaxing into the warm play of shadow and sun as the nearby trees danced in the afternoon's light breeze. His ankle ached faintly, but it was healing, and when they were ready to leave, he’d be able to walk on it, if slowly.

He closed his eyes, reaching for the energy relationships in this area, finding nothing out of place. Emrys was cleaning out a fish trap set farther up a nearby stream, smiling faintly at Kieran’s touch.

The young Guardian let his awareness wander, keeping a thread focused on his own place, but drifting into the vast web of connections of forest and mountain and watershed without intent to direct his consciousness. Emrys joined him, and Kieran pulled himself back into his own space, opening his eyes.

"Where were you?"

Kieran heard the concern under the quiet question, and pushed himself erect, twinges of pain testifying to his continuing recovery.

"Just... drifting," he answered, with more honesty than he might have with someone else.

Emrys eyed him, separating out his gathered heap of berries and nuts into two piles and offering one to Kieran. "Really?" He shook his head when the younger Guardian blinked at him. "You found your way to your mountain."

Kieran stared at him blankly, then blushed fiercely, his gaze dropping. There was no need to ask which mountain Emrys meant; only one that would draw him so – the one chosen for Troy's training.

"Kieran." Emrys caught and held his gaze with a fierceness that was new. "Troy is—"

"He's alive!"

The hot denial of the man's unfinished statement resonated through Kieran like a bell, new and unexpected, and he would’ve turned away if that demanding gaze had let him.

But Emrys' stare was intense, and Kieran couldn't struggle against the bond between them, submitting to the profound scrutiny running through his soul, into depths he himself couldn't plumb.

The man released him, turning to clean the fish he’d caught, frowning.

Kieran shook his head, trying to clear it of the resonations of Emry's mind. Oddly enough, he wasn't angry at something that just days before he would’ve considered an invasion. It didn't have that feeling at all, and when he’d committed to the relationship between them, he’d known that surrender was part of it.

He cleared his throat, and Emrys shot him a sharp glance. "Don't."

Kieran closed his mouth on the apology he’d been about to voice, confusion tingling through him. The emotion running through Emrys wasn't anger, or frustration, it was... surprise.

They finished their berries and nuts in silence, and it wasn't until the smell of the fish baking over the fire had permeated the clearing in which they sat that Emrys spoke.

"What is required to call a true trail?"

Kieran hesitated, wondering briefly if Troy had ever felt this off balance with his own mentoring, turning away from the thought before the pain behind it caught up with him. "To recognize the connections between yourself and the trail, and those who walk it with you."

Emrys' stare didn't alter, and Kieran swallowed, thinking back to what he’d told Troy, and what he’d learned in the Hall. "The relationship between yourself and the trail must resonate toward wholeness."

Emrys nodded. "To call a true trail, a Guardian must listen to his deepest self, must be in harmony with the truth of the trail and with those who walk it with him." He fixed Kieran with a suddenly fierce gaze. "Listen to your deepest self, Kieran. Listen well."

He turned away to tend to the fish, and Kieran closed his mouth on the questions that swarmed through him, the quality of the silence telling him that no answer would be forthcoming. Whatever Emrys' teaching, he’d gone as far as he would; his meaning was up to Kieran to discover.
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Troy

Darkness was falling as Troy unlocked his door and grimly entered the house that still felt like a stranger's, hefting his shopping bags. He'd spent some time at the market, trying to find food he could eat. The result was a lot of fruit and nuts, some meat, and not much else. But at least the fruit smelled good, even if it did call up vivid memories of the caora órga he'd eaten on the trail with Kieran, the pesin fruit growing in the streets of Madra Ag Rith, the caerddyn of Ceithre Coirnéil...

He hadn't realized his diet had shifted so much in Kieran's world.

He unpacked the bags, then settled down to eat. It took some work, and while the fruit and nuts were at least edible, they still tasted strange.

"Damn it," he said as he contemplated his peeled orange, "I used to like these! I know what they taste like, and they don't taste like this."

Fear skittered through him again and he inhaled, shaking his head. It's like I'm out of phase, out of step. I have to get back. Somehow.

If it was real.

Sudden fury surged through him, and without thinking he threw his spoon across the room, the move fueled by a frustration at the often-repeated dilemma so intense he could taste it. The utensil hit the wall and rebounded into a glass candle holder, and he winced in automatic, unthinking guilt as the object shattered into pieces across the carpet.

He pulled back from the feeling, his lips tight across his teeth. Damn it, it was real, it had to be. How could he feel he’d broken someone else's possession in his own house if it wasn't real?

Desolation flooded him and he sighed, pushing to his feet. He cleaned up the shards of glass, loaded his few dishes into the dishwasher, and straightened the kitchen. He managed to do all of it without dropping or breaking anything, which he grimly decided he should count as a win.

He made his way to his bedroom, looking at the large bed as he flipped on a lamp. Sleeping in it last night had been almost impossible, and in an effort to delay the inevitable, he scooped up the small bag on his dresser that held his effects from the hospital and sat on the mattress. Gritting his teeth against its energy signature, he opened the bag and poured the contents onto the coverlet, glancing through them without interest.

Something glinted gold in the lamplight, and he automatically responded by sifting it out of the pile.

A ring lay revealed, its green stone the shade of hills in the evening.

His hands started to shake. It took two tries to pick it up, and when he tilted it, he saw the finely incised figures of tiny horses running along the outside of the band.

The ring the Rinceoirí Turas had gifted him with, twin to Kieran's.

It was real.

It was all real, every tree and mountain and predator, every town and trail. Aodhan, Dechtire, the team, Brendan, Erëa, Jai... they were all real, and so were his own experiences there.

Kieran was real.

He slid the ring onto his finger and clenched his fist, tears running down his cheeks.
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Kieran

Kieran woke abruptly, staring up at the roof of the cave, certainty thrumming through him.

Troy's alive.

For a full, vibrant moment, the knowledge was real, absolute, as solid as the cave walls around him, as substantial as the interwoven net of energy relationships situating himself in place with the mountains and forest outside his cavern.

Doubt cascaded through him, and the certainty collapsed into golden shards, littering his soul with the remnants.

He drew a shaking breath, blinking back tears, and saw Emrys watching him, a hint of the fierce focus of the day before in his eyes.

Listen to your deepest self, Kieran. Listen well.

That was what his Master had said, and Kieran saw the echo of the words in the intent gaze meeting his own.
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Chapter 5
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Kieran

"What would Troy's return mean to you?"

The abrupt question shattered Kieran's concentrated stare into the flames of that evening's campfire, and he turned to his mentor, finding Emrys watching him, only serious focus in the gaze.

Confusion and pain warred within him, together with the sense that had never quite left him since that morning's waking – the knowledge, clear and pure, that Troy was alive.

But Troy was dead. That was what everyone told him, the only answer to the failure of the ceiswr bywyd ritual more than a moon before.

No!

He shook his head, not in denial of Emrys' question, but in reaction to the dilemma that had him poised between two opposing forces, sharp and piercing.

But Emrys wasn't going to let him avoid the answer. "Kieran?"

Kieran shook his head again, then nodded, then covered his face with his hands, tears welling. "I don't know," he whispered.

"What don't you know?"

Anger thrust through him at the quiet question that no one else would dare to ask, would think to ask, at everyone's denial of the truth he knew to be real, at the terrible hope trembling in the depths of his soul. "What do you want me to say?" he snarled, raising his head to stare at the man. "That he's alive, that I’d give everything to make that true, that he's dead?"

Emry's gaze was granite. "I would hear the truth of your deepest self. What would Troy's return mean to you?"

"He's dead!" Kieran cringed at his own shout, but Emry's expression never shifted.

"Because you walk alone, always."

A tsunami crested in his soul, and Kieran stared at his Master, wordless, waiting for the impact.

"Isn't that true?" Emrys leaned forward, his gaze opaque. "You walk alone, always. Troy's death proved that."

"No!"

Kieran wasn't sure if his cry was vocal or mental, but the pain thrusting through him was so strong he couldn't throttle it. Aloneness surged through him, ragged and aching and always part of him, from that day at age seven when the predator had taken everything from him – his parents, his home, his sanity. It was safer, far safer, to walk alone, always.

But then there was Troy. His lover, bondmate, sharing his heart and his mind. He’d fought with Troy, taught him, learned from him, saved his life and relied on him for his own, built a relationship with him that ran deeper than any he’d ever known. Troy was the other half of his soul, and he couldn’t walk away from that.

But he had to stand alone. Troy's death proved that he’d always stood alone, that he’d been right to do so, that he had no choice but to do so. If Troy was alive, his life changed everything for Kieran, showing up the Guardian’s choice to walk in solitude as false.

Alone. Not alone.

Troy was dead. Troy was alive.

He raised his head, finding
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