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1. Nasty Surprises
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THERE WERE NO TWO WAYS ABOUT IT; Charlie was worried. The previous evening the most he had had to be anxious about was where to take Junko as a surprise date, something he still hadn't decided. They had been officially a couple for just over three weeks, but there wasn't really anywhere to go for an evening out in Between and he wanted to visit somewhere different. After all Junko had done all the work in getting him to admit they made a good couple, so he figured he owed her a real date in return.

Something special was going to take work, but of course he wasn't quite sure what Junko would expect from a proper date. He'd even gone so far as to question Alexander, since the vampire and Junko came from the same place but had only received the unhelpful reply of: "I have no idea how humans go about courting."

Of course, that paled in comparison to what was going through his head now.

He had arrived at breakfast expecting to find everyone waiting for him, because he was running a couple of minutes late, only to find the table light two people. Junko and Thane had been missing and everyone else had been looking pensive. As it turned out a third Task had been called the previous evening and only Junko and Thane had been summoned, which was why Charlie was staring at his cereal and not eating it.

He had never stopped to think what it might be like for there to be a Task and not be one of the ones chosen for it. The fact Junko was on the Task while he found out what it was like to be left sitting at home, was not helping at all.

"They are both well prepared," Yesenia said.

"Totally," Diallo agreed with a nod, but it didn't help Charlie settle.

Everything had been going so well: Yesenia seemed very happy to have Barr as her mentor; they were all settling back into training; everyone they had told seemed really pleased that Charlie and Junko had finally acted on their mutual whatever it was.

Now, suddenly, things were so serious again.

"It's so soon," he said, since that was one thing that kept coming back to him and was possibly the only thought that wouldn't make him sound like a melodramatic twelve-year-old.

"It does not seem that such matters work to a particular timetable," Alexander said, "but yes, it does seem somewhat expedited."

Kaelyn nodded as well and patted his hand, giving him a small supportive smile.

He was overreacting, he was sure. He was well aware that both of his friends were superb fighters, as well as being able to blend in, adapt, and were more than capable of taking on anything that came their way. It wasn't that he doubted either of them, he just couldn't help thinking up nightmare scenarios in his head. He'd always had a vivid imagination, and it wasn't a blessing in such situations.

That he didn't know anything about the Task was also preying on his mind. They might have only had two Tasks prior to this one, but he had become used to always being in the loop. Questions were going round and round in his head as he tried to figure out why Junko and Thane might have been chosen above the rest of them. The fact he was supposed to be a leader, and had no idea what was going on, did not sit right, or at least that was what he was telling himself.

"The Task probably just needed someone who can swim and someone he might actually listen to when they told him to get out," Yesenia said, clearly attempting to cheer him up.

He did his best to give her a smile for trying, but breakfast was rapidly becoming awkward. This was not a scenario he had imagined happening so soon. It was harder to deal with than he would have guessed.

"Sorry," he said, pushing his bowl away and standing up, "I'll see you later."

He left quickly before anyone could try and convince him to stay. There was no point staring at food he was not going to eat, and he really wasn't in a pep talk kind of mood. He didn't know what to do in his current situation. He was torn between trying to find Akari or going to visit the Seer, so he let his legs decide while his brain just worried. The door to the Seer's rooms was open when he arrived, and he went up to them and knocked quietly to announce his presence. It probably wasn't necessary, but he liked to be polite.

"Come in, Charlie," the Seer said, where she was eating her own breakfast, "please join me."

The Seer was among her pile of cushions with a small table just in front of her, and Charlie walked in and sat down to her right. He was handed a cup of tea before he even opened his mouth.

"Thank you," were, hence, his first words.

"What troubles you?" the Seer asked.

"Am I allowed to know about the third Task?" he asked, since there was no point in beating around the bush.

"Why would you wish to know," the Seer asked, sipping her own tea, "it is not yours to complete?"

That was the kind of answer Charlie had been expecting.

"I know," he replied, "but I'm supposed to be one of the leaders of the group and I don't want to interfere," well he did, but he knew that wouldn't be right, "but I want to be prepared."

"For what?"

He had to think about that, because he was still sorting out everything in his head.

"In case Junko or Thane needs something when they come back," he finally replied, because he knew it was the most he could do.

"Are you sure it is Thane you are worried about?"

That made Charlie stop and think again, even though he wanted to say yes straight away.

"Yes," he eventually decided, "but I am more worried about Junko. Not because I think she is less capable or ..."

The Seer smiled at him and patted his knee as he ran out of words and blushed.

"Allowing our loved ones into danger is always hard," the Seer told him, and he was completely unsurprised that she knew about his fledgling relationship, even though neither he nor Junko had specifically told her.

"I'm crap at this," he finally confessed. "I don't know what to do."

"There is nothing we can do," the Seer said, taking his hand gently in her own, "except try not to worry too much."

"Do you worry?" he blurted out.

That earned him another gentle smile.

"All the time. You are my children and, yet, I must send you into danger, but I trust in your strengths and your weaknesses and the power the Great Spirits have entrusted to you. It was a very long time ago, but I still remember the first time I sent Questors to a Task. To let them go when I had seen what awaited them was one of the hardest moments in my life. It has not become much easier with time."

Charlie had never thought of it like that. Of course, the Seer had also been there when Questors had not come back, which had to make every time even worse. It was hard to imagine.

"I'm trying to trust," he said, "but it's hard."

"Each Task is different," the Seer told him, "but I can see the reasoning behind the choice of each Questor as they are summoned. I do not think it will help you to explain what the current Task is about. In the end that will just give you more definite ideas to worry about. Just know that Thane and Junko are well suited to what they have been sent to do. They are strong and, thanks to you and Alexander, they work well together."

"Me and Alexander?"

"It is your example which brought this group together," the Seer said, and handed him a piece of fruit from her own plate. "You have done far more than you realise."

Feeling it would be rude not to eat what he had been given, since it was in fact the Seer's breakfast, Charlie popped the fruit into his mouth. Only after he had done this did he realise he needed to reply.

"They're really well prepared?" he asked, swallowing quickly and deciding to skirt round talking about himself; for once he wasn't worried about that.

The Seer smiled at him and gave him half a buttered bread roll.

"Of course," she said in her usual serene manner.

✽✽✽

By the time Charlie left the Seer he had been fed a decent breakfast without the Seer so much as mentioning the fact she was doing it. They kept talking once all the food was gone and he felt a little better, both thanks to the food and thanks to the talking. The Seer hadn't given him any concrete information, but, as usual, she had seen right to the heart of his problem and helped set his mind a little more at ease. He was still worried, but it felt less like someone had just dumped a house on his shoulders without even so much as a polite, 'here, hold this'.

It was only as he walked out of the Seer's rooms that he realised he was running way behind his usual schedule.

"Sorry I'm late," he said as soon as he hurried into his training arena, "I was talking to the Seer."

Akari gave him a very hard stare, one that Charlie knew was appraising him. When his mentor felt like it, the man had a look almost as penetrating as the Seer's.

"Run," Akari finally said, and Charlie resigned himself to going in circles for at least an hour.

The thing about running was that it required his body, but not his mind. At first his thoughts were churning. He'd think of one thing and then that would lead to another, which would cause an avalanche of more thoughts, none of which were very settling. On his first lap alone, he'd managed to conjure up all sorts of possibilities, most of them horrible, that he had honestly thought his talk with the Seer had put to bed.

"Do not think, run," Akari said as Charlie went past on to lap two.

"I'm trying," he replied and did his best to put his worries aside.

It worked about as well as a chocolate tea pot.

He'd always had the same problem; his brain refused to not think. The reason he had originally taken up reading as a hobby was because he could never get to sleep at night just by lying there. At home he had had to read until he was too tired to keep his eyes open. Of course, since coming to Between, he didn't often have that problem anymore.

"Focus on your breathing," Akari told him. "Verbalise your breath inside your mind."

Once upon a time Charlie would have found that cruel and unusual punishment, but right about then he grabbed at the instruction with both hands. His brain had a nasty habit of not obeying instructions and his thoughts did try to rebel. He wanted to ask questions and run over ideas, but he refused to let it happen. Bringing his stubborn side to bear, he forced himself to only think about in and out. It might have been silly, but he started muttering it under his breath as well.

It was probably less than a minute before his focus failed. Without him even realising it, he was back to worrying. Mentally chastising himself he forced his mind back to his breathing. Practicing his telekinesis had taught him focus, but he wasn't usually anxious about anything when he did that, and it was harder to put aside real worries. With an effort of will, he used sounding-off his breaths as a mantra. He point-blank refused to allow any other thought to filter into his head, bringing his breathing into time with the thuds of his running feet.

"Warm down."

The instruction came as something of a shock as it dragged Charlie back to reality. It was almost a surprise as he realised he was covered in sweat and all his muscles were aching from continuous use. He had no idea how long he had been running, but he felt a lot calmer for it and his brain was blissfully empty. Akari was holding a large beaker of water and a towel, and Charlie jogged over, feeling strangely refreshed even though his body was tired.

"Once you are recovered, pick a shape you have not yet used and transform into it," his mentor told him, holding out first the water and then the towel; "something of a medium size."

Charlie just gave a slight nod as he sipped the water. Akari had a plan to keep him occupied and he was perfectly happy to go along with that. Undoubtedly, he would be paying for it the next day as his whole body rebelled, but it beat worrying.

✽✽✽

As he stepped out of the shower, Charlie was still worrying about Junko, even though he was trying not to. He had worked hard through his entire training day and mostly he'd managed to concentrate, but once left to his own devices the anxiety had come back. It was muted to what it had been, but it was there.

He was wandering back into the bedroom with a towel over his hair when the summons hit. The Seer's voice sounded in his head, smothering everything else and he had just about enough wherewithal to grab a robe as he walked past it before he was heading out of the door. His hair was still dripping when he walked into the Seer's rooms and joined Kaelyn sitting on the floor. He had not noticed Alexander behind him as he entered, but his vampire friend was close beside him almost immediately.

As soon as Alexander settled next to him, Charlie had the distinct impression their company was complete, but the Seer did not raise her head. In fact, they were left sitting silently for what seemed like some time before Akari, Jersan and Pavaan also entered the room. However, Charlie had no time to wonder why, because as soon as their mentors appeared the Seer moved.

"Questors, you have a Task."

The familiar words pulled his mind into the depths of the Seer's dark eyes and his consciousness opened. The first thing he saw was a dragon, and not one which was familiar. He had seen several different types when training with Alexander, but this one was sturdier than any of the forms he had seen his friend take. It was emerald green and black, with scales that shone in the light that bathed it, and it had a huge wingspan. A crest along its spine and over the top of its head gave it a regal air as it lifted its snout and bellowed a cry to the light purple sky.

Charlie felt the roar reverberate through his bones. He heard loss and pain that cut deeply into his mind. Everything about the sound was wrong. It spoke to something in his soul and, if he could have, he would have reached out.

Even as he was still reeling, his thoughts moved on to yet more dragons, however, these were not quite as regal, but just as sturdy, and they were flying. All of them were deep red or black rather than green, and each was carrying two people on its back. One of the riders was sat at the front, ahead of the large wings, and appeared to be directing their dragon. The other was at the rear, facing backwards, just above the tail, and looked to be armed. Charlie realised he was seeing an aerial battle, or rather, as a projectile from one of the shooters bounced harmlessly off another dragon's hide, leaving a splotch of colour behind, a mock aerial battle. He could almost feel the excitement and fun the riders were having in their game as they swooped through the air with skilful grace. Their whoops and calls echoed in his ears.

As the vision moved on, he saw the face of a young woman. She looked angry, her wild blonde curls falling round a pretty face with icy grey eyes that was marred by a scowl. She seemed to be saying something, ranting at someone Charlie could not see, but he could not hear the words, so he had to assume they were not important. There was something regal about her, even as she shouted into the silence of his mind. He gained the impression of responsibility and power. She was fundamental to what he was being shown, that much was clear, but little more information was given as the vision changed again.

This time Charlie saw a man. At a guess Charlie would have said he was older than the woman by at least five years, but still young. He had dark eyes and dark hair and, where the woman had been fair skinned, his was olive and tanned. He was laughing at something. In Charlie's opinion he seemed to be completely the woman's opposite in appearance and temperament, but there was something similar about them. This man had authority, just like the woman, Charlie could feel it before this mental image melted away as well.

The man and the woman were definitely the protagonists of the Task and, once he had their measure, the vision moved on, Charlie found his mind's eye full of a gleaming city. It was breathtakingly beautiful, made out of grey and white stone with high towers. The walls reflected the pale light of the sun as it teamed with life. The whole scene was dramatic and bustling, until it suddenly wasn't. In an instant the towers were fallen, the white walls were stained with blood and soot, and all life seemed to be gone.

The destruction filled Charlie's heart with a sadness which was not quite his own. It felt like an old grief, as if he was looking at something far in the past, and the vision lingered for a few moments. This was history, he knew it without understanding how. It was a tragedy. When his mental landscape shifted this time, it was to two banners. One was made of blue, silver and white and showed a dragon rearing. The other was red, gold and black and showed a dragon breathing fire. As Charlie watched, the banners moved together and merged until the two dragons were curled around each other. It was difficult to tell if they were embracing or fighting. This almost felt like a question rather than a reality.

Charlie blinked as the vision slowly released his mind and found himself once again looking at the Seer. However, the young-looking woman lifted her head further to stare over the top of him and his other two friends.

"Mentors, you must prepare your Questors for this Task," the Seer said.

Charlie had no idea what happened next as he sat there, still partly in thrall of the summons. He could sense power moving at the edges of his consciousness, but it was not meant for him, so he could not see into it. It was as if he was part of the experience, but only to a small extent, and his thoughts drifted around what he had already been shown. He honestly had no idea how long it was before the Seer's gaze shifted back to him and his two companions.

"Dragon Questor, learn this shape," the Seer said, and Charlie felt, rather than saw, Alexander react and shift position beside him. "Questors, in six weeks you must go here," she finished without giving Alexander any time to recover.

The image of a snowy mountain pass flashed into Charlie's mind and burnt itself into his memory. It was as if he could feel the biting wind and smell the clean, crisp air. He knew he would never forget the crystal-clear vision.
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2. Required Information
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IT MADE SENSE that some Tasks would require preparation, it was just it had never occurred to Charlie before. Six weeks to train when they had been thrown into their other Tasks with little or no warning seemed odd. The fact there was so little time between being called when they had had so long between their first Task on Earth and their second on Mydarec also made it sink in somehow, that this was his life now. They were Questors, they were trained, and The Powers That Be clearly thought they were ready for more complicated Tasks.

By mutual consent everyone summoned had gone their separate ways after the briefing was over. The beginning of the new instruction could wait until morning when they would be gathering in Alexander's training area. However, that didn't stop Charlie thinking about it. He walked into his room mulling over the images running through his head and found clothes already laid out on his bed. It didn't escape him that it looked like armour, and a lot of it seemed to be made out of leather and metal. He could clearly see the dragon flyers in his mind's eye, and he recognised what he was looking at, so at least he had an idea of what he was going to be pretending to be.

Walking over to the pile, he picked up the closest item and examined it.

The main material was a lot softer than he had expected, but it was definitely leather, just supple and soft on the inside. It was a vest that seemed designed to go over his head and lace under each arm. The leather was covered in what looked like scales, very peculiar scales. When he moved the vest, they bent with it, but when he tapped one it made a tinking noise as if it was hard.

The next thing on the bed was a pair of brown leather trousers that looked as if they were going to be very tight. There was a shirt beside them, and a form fitting leather jacket. Then there were gloves, wrist guards, thigh guards, and shin guards, all made the same way as the vest, and a sturdy looking pair of boots.

All in all, it didn't look too hard to put on, so Charlie pulled off his robe so he could try everything to make sure. Of course, he still had the Retingar on his arm, since the magical device never came off, but he assumed the clothes would have been designed for it. He started with the shirt, because that seemed to be the most straightforward thing. That was the last really easy bit, because the trousers were going to be a nightmare. When he first moved them, he found underwear underneath, underwear that was brief to say the least. He pulled those on and, the fact he was wearing a thong and about to pull on leather trousers, did not escape him. He just hoped they wouldn't cut off circulation to anything vital.

It was embarrassing, but he had to lie on the floor and wiggle while pulling really hard to get the trousers on. Form fitting didn't really cover how tight they were. He lay there for a while wondering how he was supposed to do them up, or, for that matter, move from his prone position. The fastenings were actually laces, so in the end he just pulled. The leather came together surprisingly easily, and he dared to sit up. The trousers were far closer fitting than he was used to, but he discovered to his delight, that actually they weren't hard to move in. The leather shifted with him as his body heat formed it, and they were remarkably comfortable.

Filled with more confidence, he went on to the jacket. On this he had to lace the sleeves around his wrists and over his Retningar, which was a bit of a challenge. However, the front was a set of ties that allowed the leather to cross over his chest, which was easier. It was all very snug but still allowed him to bend. There were metal loops on the jacket and around the waist of the trousers that were a bit mysterious, but he was sure he would find out what they were for eventually.

The boots were a perfect fit, and the shin and thigh guards went on easily, which was a blessing. Then, however, came the vest. It was much lighter than it looked, which was great, but a royal pain to do up properly. It was clearly going to take practice. He was very glad he did not have to go anywhere immediately.

Lastly, he pulled on the wrist guards and laced them using a combination of his teeth and holding leather at tension with one hand, while tying knots with the other. He wasn't sure he was getting out of the armour ever again, and the arm with the Retningar felt a little bulky, given that there were two layers of leather, but he was finally done.

Unable to resist, he walked into the bathroom to the full-length mirror to take a good look at himself. The trousers really left nothing to the imagination at all, which was vaguely embarrassing, but as he turned, he had to admit they did compliment his arse quite nicely, and he wouldn't mind showing off to Junko a little.

Of course, that thought reminded him that Junko was not currently in Between and his enjoyment drained away.

"I'll show her when she's back," he told his reflection, well aware that he was trying to reassure himself when he shouldn't have had to.

Tasks happened for Questors when they were ready for them. Everything came in good time. He knew both these facts and he believed them, but his heart and his head weren't always on the same page. Pulling at the laces of one of his wrist guards, he decided to get changed and head to supper. Training would start in earnest the next morning and now he knew how to be ready on time, so he needed to eat and then get a good night's sleep. At least a new Task would give him something to focus on other than Junko's absence and possible peril.

He had made it back into the bedroom by the time he realised he had managed to knot himself into the armour so well he was going to need help in getting out of it. It was the last thing he needed, and he swore and considered throwing things. Now in a distinctly black mood, he pulled off all the bits of armour he could manage by himself and sat down to sulk for a little while. He was going to have to go to the refectory sooner rather than later, but that didn't have to mean he wasn't going to be stubborn about it.

✽✽✽

Thanks to a helpful random person, Charlie did not have to suffer the indignity of going to supper stuck in his armour. However, he was still somewhat distracted when he wandered into the refectory once again in his usual clothes.

"Something the matter?" Diallo asked as Charlie sat down.

"What?" he asked, looking up. "Oh, sorry, no, just a Task."

"Already, but the others aren't even back yet?" Diallo asked. "When do you leave?"

"Six weeks," Charlie replied, pushing his stew around the bowl as he went over everything again.

"Did you just say six weeks?"

He looked up and realised Diallo had been sitting there for several seconds in complete silence.

"Yes," he replied with a nod; "it's me, Kaelyn and Alexander, something to do with dragons and we need to train."

"Oh," Diallo said, "I never thought of it like that."

"Me either," Charlie agreed and smiled a little; "glad it wasn't just me it hadn't occurred to."

"Makes sense really," Diallo said.

"Yes, but I don't think it happens that often," he replied, "because I haven't read about it in Rain's chronicle and I'm a couple of years in."

Diallo appeared a little surprised.

"You're still reading that?" his friend asked.

Charlie nodded.

"It makes me feel not quite so out of my depth," he admitted. "I think I'm still adjusting to this whole thing in some ways. I didn't grow up knowing this type of thing could actually happen so every now and then I have these surreal moments when it feels like I'm dreaming, or I've gone completely mental."

"It is unusual for Questors to be chosen from unaware worlds," Diallo said, "probably for that very reason. Don't worry, you only seem slightly crazy."

"Thanks," he replied with a laugh. "Still seems so soon though, even with the six weeks."

"Maybe it's to give you something else to think about," Diallo ribbed him gently.

It might have been a joke, but it actually made some kind of sense. For all Charlie knew, one of the mandates from The-Powers-That-Be might be 'distract the Cat Questor so he doesn't go nuts because his girlfriend is on her first Task without him'. Weirder things happened in Between all the time.

"That makes more sense than it really should," he admitted.

Diallo just grinned and went back to eating his, well whatever it was that was on the plate. Sometimes it was hard to tell what the others were eating when you had never seen it before, and Charlie was not about to ask. He'd done that a couple of times before and regretted it.

"I wonder if we all look like that after a summons?" Diallo said a little while later and Charlie looked up from his stew to see that his friend was looking over his shoulder.

Turning, he saw Alexander walking in. There was a rather dazed expression on Alexander's face. Charlie could only assume he looked similar, because his mind did keep wandering.

"Probably," he replied, since he suspected he wouldn't have noticed if Diallo hadn't mentioned it, and they had never had much of a chance to sit around before a Task anyway.

Stepping through a portal was good for focus.

✽✽✽

Although the previous evening Charlie hadn't actually had to go to the refectory still wearing the ridiculously tight leather, he had no choice the next morning, because he was supposed to be wearing it for training. He left the armour in his room, ready to put on, but he wore the rest of it down to breakfast. Yesenia gave him a doubt take.

"Well, this is a new look for you," the young woman said as he grabbed something to eat and came towards the table.

Since he had been handed a full English breakfast through the hatch, he assumed it was going to be a hard day.

"Yes, it's as tight as it looks," he replied, because he knew what would come next, "but actually quite comfortable."

Yesenia smiled at him for pre-empting her, but he had no doubt she would think of something else to say soon.

"Can you bend over?" she asked and dangled her fork from one finger over the edge of the table.

"That's for me to know and you to guess at, and if you drop that fork you can pick it up yourself," he told her.

As he sat down, he squeaked on the bench which made Yesenia laugh, but it wasn't actually difficult. The skin-tight leather was surprisingly supple.

"And I thought you were supposed to be a gentleman," Yesenia teased him.

"You're confusing me with Alexander," he replied and stabbed the sausage on his plate.

"I shall have to warn Junko when she gets back," his friend said with a laugh and, thankfully, went back to her own breakfast.

While doing his very best to push down the worry that had reared its ugly head again at the mention of his girlfriend, Charlie concentrated on his food. It was as good as ever and he tried to lose himself in the taste of bacon and egg and hashbrowns and mushrooms. He was so focused that he missed when Kaelyn walked in. The first he knew was when she greeted them after she had picked up her breakfast and come over to the table.

"Hi," he said in return, looking up.

Where his leathers were plain brown, Kaelyn's were slightly redder and hers left about as much to the imagination as his did. Snug didn't quite cover it. Stamping on just about every male instinct he had, he managed to keep his eyes on her face.

"I am not sure I like these new clothes," Kaelyn said as she sat down. "I do not understand why they have to be so tight—I can barely breathe."

"I'd like to know the same thing," he agreed, "and so many laces."

"And that's not even including the armour," Kaelyn commiserated. "I thought about trying the armour on last night, but I decided I'd probably get stuck. At least if I get stuck today there will be people to help."

Charlie just smiled and bit into a piece of toast, so he didn't have to say anything about that. He was even gladder that he hadn't had to come to the refectory to find someone the previous evening now.

"And when do you two die of heat exhaustion?" Diallo asked, coming over to the table before going and finding some breakfast.

Everyone was a comedian this morning it seemed.

"Actually," Kaelyn said, "I'm not hot at all."

Now that Charlie thought about it, neither was he, which was surprising given that Between was kept at a reasonable temperature, and he wasn't used to so many layers.

"Me neither," he said.

"You must be," Yesenia countered.

He shook his head.

"However this was made, someone knew what they were doing," Kaelyn said and smiled; "thank all that is holy."

At home Charlie had a leather jacket, but he wasn't a leather aficionado, so he had no idea if expensive leather was the same everywhere or if this type was just made from a very versatile animal. Of course, that begged the question, how were they supposed to keep warm when flying on a dragon. He had felt cold air against his skin when seeing the dragons in flight and the higher you went the colder it got, so he was a little confused. No doubt there would be an explanation, but the armour couldn't add that much protection from the elements.

"What do you think we'll be doing today?" Kaelyn asked as Diallo went to find some food.

"An introduction I suppose," Charlie speculated, "or it might be straight into the flying. It depends on how much we need to learn."

"I would expect a great deal will be practical," Alexander said and Charlie turned to find his friend standing behind him. "Anything factual could have been passed on during the vision without the need for extra time."

Alexander had a point, but most of Charlie's attention was taken up by the fact that Alexander was in their usual clothes.

"Oh that is so unfair," he said.

"What, it being practical?" Yesenia asked, clearly not having heard the outrage in his voice.

"No," he replied, "that Vlad doesn't have to wear something so tight it's possible to tell his religion."

Alexander looked unimpressed at the outburst.

"Religion?" Diallo asked, coming back into the conversation. "I don't get it."

"It's a saying from home," Charlie said, "it's because ..." and then he stopped, because there was absolutely no way he was explaining that.

He glanced at his plate and the sausage kind of looked back accusingly. Sometimes he didn't know how he managed to back himself into these kinds of corners, he really didn't.

✽✽✽

The fact that Alexander didn't have to squeeze into the ridiculously tight leather was so not on. If Charlie had to show everything he had to the world, he didn't see why his friend didn't have to as well. The fact that Kaelyn looked like she had been born to wear her leathers was also mournfully unfair. He considered sulking, just for a while as he returned to his rooms and pulled on the rest of his gear.

It didn't take him long to reach Alexander's training area after he finished with his armour, and he found the Dragon Questor and all three of their mentors waiting for him. Kaelyn was still absent, so he comforted himself with the fact she was probably having as much trouble with the armour as he was. Everyone was gathered in the corner, so Charlie walked over to them.

"Welcome, Questor," Jersan said with a nod of her head.

"Hi," he replied in kind.

Unusually for the training area there were chairs.

"Please, take a seat, we will begin shortly," Jersan told him, so he sat down next to Alexander.

He nodded at Akari, who was standing in front of a table and who nodded back. His mentor was blocking his view of what was on the table, so he assumed that was for later. Being the curious sort, he tried to get a look, but Akari just lifted an eyebrow at him until he stopped.

"Are you always this unruly?" Alexander asked in a quiet, amused tone.

"I'm not unruly," Charlie replied, "I just want to see."

"Clearly we are not supposed to know as yet," his friend pointed out.

"I'm a cat, curiosity is in my nature," he replied and grinned.

"Hmm, wasn't the phrase 'curiosity killed the cat'?" Alexander returned. "I seem to remember that's what you said."

"It doesn't change basic facts," he said, "and I'm pretty sure Akari wouldn't kill me for being nosy. He'd just look at me disapprovingly so I'd probably die of mortification by myself, but I might be lucky."

He earned himself a genuinely amused smile from Alexander for that comment.

They didn't have much longer to wait for Kaelyn, and to say Charlie was impressed when she walked in was an understatement. Kaelyn's armour was quite a bit more ornate than his. There was something about it that screamed authority. Walking into the room Kaelyn did not look like a girl at all; she looked like an adult warrior ready for battle. The grey half cloak slung over one shoulder gave her the air of an officer.

Charlie's mind flashed back to the vision of the mock battle and something occurred to him that hadn't before: the majority of those on the backs of the dragons were women.

"Is something wrong?" Kaelyn asked, stopping just inside the doorway.

"Not at all, My Dear," Pavaan said with a smile, "please come and join us."

Knowing how he had felt when he'd first walked into breakfast in leathers, Charlie did his best not to stare, giving his friend a cheerful smile in greeting. No doubt the sight of the armour would become second nature by the time they were ready for the Task. As Kaelyn made herself comfortable, their three mentors stepped forward. It felt a bit like assembly back at school to Charlie.

"Good morning, Questors," Pavaan greeted with one of his usual friendly smiles. "Today we will begin your education and training for the Task ahead of you. It will take great dedication, but there is nothing to fear."

Somehow that helped and didn't help at the same time, Charlie could only guess what they would be learning.

"We will start with some basic information," Jersan told them.

"Your Task will take place on the continent of Farian. This land has an economy, the basis of which is dragons," Akari took over, "and the three of you will be entering their society as a Dragon Warrior team."

"Alexander will be the dragon, for obvious reason," Jersan said, "Kaelyn will be the flyer, or pilot, and Charlie will be the archer."

It all seemed very sensible until that last bit; Charlie knew he was nothing to write home about with a bow. In fact, he was pretty sure both Yesenia and Diallo were better than he was, which begged the question, why had he been picked for this Task.

"Why me?" he asked, since it was the most important question he had.

"Unknown, Questor," Akari replied, "but there will undoubtedly be a reason."

It was the usual, less than helpful answer.

"Magic, yes, I get it," he said and Akari lifted an eyebrow at him.

Jersan seemed to find his offhand tone inappropriate, if her expression was anything to go by, but Pavaan was smiling.

"You must learn to be the perfect unit," Kaelyn's mentor explained; "that is why you have been given the training time. You will be expected to appear as a team who have trained together for years."

"Since you will have to integrate there will be packets of information left in your rooms with details you must learn," Jersan said.

It was nice to be going into a situation with some explanation for a change, but Charlie had a feeling it was going to make it that much harder, rather than give them an advantage.

"Today we are going to start with these," Akari said and indicated the table behind him.

At last Charlie's curiosity was satisfied as he had a chance to look at three identical devices on the table. Each looked like a lightweight crown in a silver metal, with a stone at the centre in the front. They appeared practical but had a few ornate touches to give them an individual feel.

"They are called Tepatia," Jersan took up the explanation, and handed the first one to Alexander, "and for now there is one for each of you. Once you have learned to use them as humans, there is a harness for Alexander's dragon form."

Charlie took hold of the metal device when he was handed his, looking it over.

"What do they do?" he asked, examining the clear stone on the front.

"They allow communication," Pavaan explained, and Charlie looked over to where Kaelyn was examining her device as well; "a dragon team must be in perfect harmony to act as a unit efficiently. This is the most important thing you will be learning before you leave for this Task."

"The Tepatia will also allow you to speak with Alexander while he is in his dragon form," Jersan said, "so that he will not have to return to human shape and risk discovery."

There was one thing that popped straight into Charlie's mind at that.

"Won't that be a problem if we're there for more than a day, given Vlad's unique diet?" he asked.

"If I remain in dragon form, I will not require blood," Alexander said, tone perfectly practical. "Should I have to return to human form, however, Charlie is correct that, if our stay is longer than twenty-four hours, I will be in need of sustenance. Will it be possible to take my flask?"

"It would be unwise to take anything but that which you have been allocated for the Task," Jersan replied.

"We'll have to improvise if it comes to that, then," Charlie said, since the conversation was about to enter very awkward territory that they really didn't need on the first day.

"We will manage," Kaelyn offered her support as well, and Charlie went back to examining the Tepatia in his hand.

It was quite light and Jersan's explanation had sounded straightforward, because it wasn't as if they were unfamiliar with mind-to-mind communication thanks to the Seer. The only problem Charlie could foresee was the fact that the Seer knew what she was doing and none of them did.

"So what do we do?" Kaelyn asked, saving him the trouble.

"Once you place them on your heads the process of mental connection will begin automatically," Akari provided the answer. "You will need to learn how to control the strength and detail of that communication."

Charlie looked at the other two and Alexander gave a nod, so, as one, they all lifted their Tepatia and placed it on their head. It wasn't heavy, even in situ and, as soon as Charlie sat it in vaguely the right place, it adjusted itself, as if adhering to his forehead. Feeling metal move under his hand and on his head was a very strange sensation. It made him shiver. The magic he could sense in the device was definitely alien, but didn't feel unfriendly, which was a bonus.

Nothing else happened for several seconds, so he looked to Alexander, wondering if they had to think at each other hard, or some such thing to initiate whatever it was they were supposed to be doing. He felt the magic inside him shifting around as the Tepatia adjusted to him as if the two powers were curious about each other. It made his skin tingle, and his sense of smell sharpened, giving him a good indication that the power of the Cat Spirit was close to the surface.

However, when the two powers touched all hell broke loose.

His mind exploded with noise as if everyone in the room was yelling at him at the top of their voices. It hurt, in fact it hurt so much that he gave a startled little grunt and promptly pitched off his chair and collapsed towards the floor. There was barely any gap between action and reaction and darkness engulfed him as he fell over. He didn't even have time to register if someone was going to catch him or if he was going to have more than the usual bruises from having hit the floor.

"Questor, open your eyes."

Charlie really, really didn't want to do that. There was a reason he wanted to stay in the warm blackness of unconsciousness, he knew there was, he just couldn't quite remember what it was.

"Charlie!"

The command made it through his self-imposed mental block and, reluctantly, he did as he was instructed. His first thought was that it was very quiet. Then he remembered why.

"That was unpleasant," he said and made a face.

Akari was looking down at him with a pinched expression, which for Akari was tantamount to running around screaming with worry.

"Tell me your name," his mentor said.

"Charlie Waterman," he replied obediently.

"And where are you?"

"Between, Alexander's training area," he said.

The expression on Akari's face finally relaxed.

"How do you feel?"

"Fine," he replied, and was somewhat surprised to find that was perfectly true. He didn't even have a headache from the experience.

"What happened?" Akari asked.

"It was as if everyone was shouting at me at once," he replied as his mentor helped him sit up, "and I think my brain shut down in self-defence."

"I believe," Charlie turned as he heard Alexander, speak and found his friend also sitting on the floor, "this is going to take some significant practice."

Charlie could only agree.
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3. Targets
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THE FACT THAT ALEXANDER AND KAELYN had reacted badly to the Tepatia as well was something of a comfort to Charlie. At least he wasn't causing havoc all by himself as usual. He had reacted the most severely, because it seemed he had responded first and the other two had pulled the devices off before they were bombarded quite so dramatically.

After a short break, which mostly involved him discovering that he was a bit lightheaded, and walking around slowly until he wasn't anymore, and their mentors talking quietly to the side, they were ready for more.

"It seems the Tepatia do not just give you the ability to hear each other's thoughts," Jersan said as they gathered once more, "but also those of the people in the near vicinity. This must be something to do with the combination of your own magic and the magic of the devices."

"Hence we will be changing the proposed training," Akari told them. "Each of you will begin with their Tepatia in isolation before we bring you all back together. Today we will practice with the dragon tack instead, without the addition of the focus stone."

"Alexander, if you would be so kind," Pavaan said, and gestured the rest of them to the side.

Alexander nodded and quickly stripped off his clothes, handing them to Jersan without a word. Being on the inside of a shift of form was entirely different from seeing someone else do it. Charlie was fascinated as he watched his friend slowly morph into a much larger shape. He had seen it plenty of times in their group training sessions, but it still grabbed his attention, especially when Alexander shifted to such a fantastic form. Dragons were still something Charlie read about in books, even if he did see Alexander change into one at regular intervals.

"Can Alexander breathe fire in this form?" Charlie asked. "One of the dragons from the banners was breathing fire."

"No," Jersan replied. "Only the breeding females have that adaptation. Most of the dragons you will meet are not capable of that."

"A defence mechanism?" he asked.

"Most likely," Jersan said with a nod.

At least they didn't have to worry about things being set on fire.

"This is a dragon harness," Pavaan said, drawing his attention as the man placed what looked like some very large pieces of leather with huge buckles onto the floor in front of Alexander.

Charlie had no idea where the harness had come from, because it definitely hadn't been in the room a minute ago, but that wasn't exactly unusual for Between. He had never actually seen Akari pull anything from thin air directly, but he wouldn't have been surprised if mentors did that regularly. He quite often turned from doing something to find his own mentor had materialised something out of nowhere sensible.

"This is how it should be fitted," Jersan told them, and used her Retningar to produce a glowing outline of a dragon just in front of where she was standing.

The dragon was drawn in green lines with the harness in red. Charlie walked up to the construct to get a closer look. The harness looked similar construction-wise to a horse's bridle, except that it was full body and much, much bigger.

"Why weren't we given this knowledge in the vision?" Kaelyn asked, standing beside him as they both studied the diagram.

"Because you need to understand it naturally," Pavaan explained, "including all the mistakes along the way. Learning this will help build the team mentality you will require for the Task."

A reason for everything and everything for a reason; that was the way of Between.

"We will assist you the first time," Akari told them, "and then we will remove the harness and you will put it back on correctly."

Charlie thought that was probably over hopeful, but he didn't say so, he just studied the diagram some more, before following his mentor to where the harness was lying.

"These are the main straps," Akari explained, pointing out the robust leather lengths on the harness. "They should be positioned down each side and the centre of the back and under the chest. This is where the communication crystal would sit if it was a fully functional harness."

As Akari named each part, he touched the relevant item before moving on. Charlie did his best to memorise what he was being told and, so far, it was straightforward.

"These are the neck straps," Akari went on. "These are the straps for the forelimbs and these for the hind limbs and the tail. All the others fit the main body at various positions without impeding the wings. It should be impossible to mistake the orientation of the harness."

The way his mentor looked directly at him almost made Charlie smile, but he took the information to heart. If he didn't know better, he might have thought Akari was warning him not to be embarrassing in front of the other mentors.

"There's nothing for the head," Kaelyn said; "what about steering?"

"A human is not strong enough to use reigns on a dragon," Pavann said. "All steering is done mentally. The harness is designed to keep people and objects on the dragon's back in flight, not for flying. The flyer acts as the main conduit for directional instructions, using sensory information from their dragon and tactical information from their archer to direct the team in the most efficacious manner."

That explained why the Tepatias were so important.

"To begin, the harness should be laid out in the following manner," Akari said, bending over and spreading the leather and metal contraption further over the floor.

It looked very lopsided, and there were a lot of buckles.

"Now the next part is crucial," Pavaan took over. "You ask your dragon very nicely to move into the correct position. Alexander if you would be so kind."

Jersan was standing next to Alexander and guided him forward with a
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