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    For those dealing with loss or betrayal, may you have people to lean on until the pain fades.
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1. Unbalanced
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“DUCK!"

Charlie threw himself to the ground and just missed being decapitated by Diallo's sword. Nearly the whole of their first group training session since he and Alexander had returned had gone the same way. They were just off; it was as simple as that. He had arrived back after being home in England full of high spirits, but his optimism was beginning to sag.

"Let's take five," he said, just shrugging at Diallo's apologetic expression.

Before the first Task, and before Deborah had been removed as a mentor, all seven Questors had been working well together, but their cohesion had slipped. Since he had been chosen by the Cat Spirit and brought to Between to be trained, Charlie had only seen improvement in the way all of them worked as a team, but not anymore. He couldn't even blame it on the injuries he, Alexander, and Junko had sustained during the first Task, because they were all completely healed.

Their group dynamic was off. There was tension in the team. It was clearly going to take work to put what they had had back in place.

"It's Yesenia," Alexander said as they stepped away from the others.

Charlie opened his mouth to jump to the girl's defence, after all she had been through a great upheaval losing Deborah. Mentors were trusted above all others and given the task of training their Questors, that Deborah had betrayed them all, betrayed Yesenia, must have been an incredible blow.

"She has retreated behind a wall, and we are all being too careful around her," Alexander finished before he could speak.

Charlie stopped and then nodded. He couldn't argue with that.

"It might be me as well," he added, unwilling to let Yesenia take all the blame, "I don't feel ... well ... balanced."

"Then you're hiding it well," his friend told him; "it's not you."

There wasn't a lot Charlie could do about that except accept it. He trusted Alexander's judgement, and the vampire was not one to mince his words.

Glancing down, Charlie looked at the Spirit mark on his arm, with the added design from where he had bonded with the Ring of Darkness. The gold and black ring ran round his wrist and tendrils came off it, down around the cat, so that the two were inextricably bound together. The magic given to him by the Cat Spirit was still there at his beck and call, but he could feel the power from the magical object as well, linked as obviously as the designs on his arm that represented them. He couldn't help wondering if it was causing problems.

"What do we do about it?" he asked, glancing at where the others were sharing out cups of water.

Having spent the last week with Alexander out of their normal setting, Charlie felt closest to his friend. Taking the vampire to his home, showing Alexander around and basically just having fun had been good for them both. They were supposed to be the leaders of the team, chosen specifically by the Cat and Dragon Spirits for some qualities that Charlie still often doubted were there, and, briefly, he had really begun to feel as if they might manage it. Now he was having doubts again.

He mentally shook himself, he definitely hadn't been chosen because he had a defeatist attitude. He was not willing to lose Yesenia because of Deborah's failing and he didn't think Alexander was either.

"I don't know," were not the words he wanted to hear from his friend, "but for now I would suggest we switch to less dangerous exercises. Perhaps our animal forms will be easier."

"It's worth a try," Charlie agreed.

It wasn't as if he had any instant fix-it plans either. Taking a deep breath, he turned and walked over to the others, putting his fears to the back of his mind.

"Let's see if our animals have gone less soft than we have after the break," he said, grinning and trying to make a joke of the tension he knew they could all feel.

"Speak for yourself," Thane said, already working on his buttons, "some of us did not get a holiday."

"Well you've still gone soft without Charlie and I to keep you in line," Alexander said in a very dry tone.

"Ooh, that's fighting talk," Thane joked back.

Charlie rolled his eyes and began to strip, as did the others. As he gathered his magic and concentrated on his lynx form, he felt the magical atmosphere in the room shift as the others did the same. Alexander had chosen his small dragon shape and the other five all flowed into their given animals.

Kaelyn flew up to perch on one of the high platforms, watching them all with her sharp, hawk eyes. Thane sped off down the pool in the middle of the arena, his dolphin tail splashing water at his land-bound brethren. That started a race, because Diallo charged off along the side of the pool, claws clicking on the wooden floor and tongue lolling out of his huge wolf muzzle. At least the pair seemed to be having some fun. Charlie could not begrudge them that. That left Junko, who shook out her mane and stamped her hooves as she finished transforming. And Yesenia.

Charlie had to work very hard not to shudder when Yesenia achieved her spider form, scuttling off to climb the platform framework. His arachnophobia was still a problem he was trying to overcome. When he looked at Alexander, he could tell his friend was mentally laughing at him. Alexander found such a silly fear highly entertaining. He put his ears back to show what he thought of that reaction before bounding after Diallo. They had training to do, and he refused to be laughed at by a vampire.

Two hours later Charlie was no happier and, given the way Alexander stalked off, neither was his friend. As Charlie went through his usual warm down routine and headed to his room to shower, he decided he needed some advice. Hair still wet and the rest of him barely dry under his clothes, he headed off to see the one person who seemed to be the fount of all knowledge.

"Greetings, Questor," the Seer said as he stepped into her apartments, "please, make yourself at home."

The doors had been open, and he wasn't really surprised that she had been expecting him.

"Hello, Seer," he said, "thank you."

He walked over to the woman's pile of cushions and sat down, waiting patiently as the Seer calmly poured him a cup of her special tea. At times like this the Seer always appeared so young and delicate with her long dark hair and youthful complexion, but only when he couldn't see her eyes. As soon as she looked up at him again and he was pinned down by those dark green orbs, he sensed her great age. It was comforting in a way he never would have guessed at before he had come to Between.

"Now," she said with a smile as she passed him the drink, "you are worried."

It seemed that today the Seer was willing to get straight to the point. He nodded.

"Before I left, I knew that things didn't feel right, not since ... well Deborah," he replied, not quite sure how to phrase it, "but I thought given time it might settle down. I know Yesenia doesn't have a mentor at the moment, but I'm sure that won't be for long ..."

He realised he had no idea how that was being dealt with.

"Matters are in hand," the Seer assured him with another of her smiles.

"But it's not getting better, it's getting worse." He felt like he was confessing and that he was a horrible failure.

Taking a sip of his tea, he hoped the Seer could point him in the right direction.

"What do you believe is the cause of the tension you feel?" the Seer asked, and he couldn't help being a little disappointed, he had been hoping for instant sage advice.

"Yesenia," he said, because it was the simple truth.

Alexander had been perfectly right and there was no point denying it. The rest of the training session had only backed up what they had both seen through the first half of it.

"And what is she doing that is causing this problem?"

"She won't trust us," he said, and it came out a little louder and more vehement than he had expected.

It only occurred to him then that he was feeling frustrated as well as worried. The Seer reached out and patted his knee in a gentle, placating gesture.

"We were working so well before," he said, knowing that they had taken a huge step backwards, "we were becoming a great team. I have to admit, when I first came here, I thought the Cat Spirit was insane for choosing me, I thought we'd never be able to work together. Then we started to train and all of us began to bond. In the first Task Junko, Alexander and I, we had no problem working together. When we were in Japan we seemed to work seamlessly. We used our skills to find the Twin Rings and stop Kyo and we didn't question each other, we just got on with it. It all felt so natural, but now, with everyone, there is something off and it's because of Yesenia."

"Why do you think Yesenia is withdrawing from you?"

He had been hoping the Seer would just give him all the answers, but, since she asked, he thought about the question carefully.

"Because she was betrayed," he replied, "and she doesn't want to be betrayed again."

It was more than obvious why things were going downhill.

"But you will not betray her, will you?"

He had been staring into his tea, but he looked up at that and was caught by the Seer's green eyes.

"Of course not," he said, just a little afraid he was being reprimanded.

The Seer favoured him with another of her gentle smiles.

"Then how do you plan to prove to her this is true?"

"I don't know," he admitted helplessly.

Usually he just went with his instincts and tried to engage people, but he'd tried to talk to Yesenia at least three times in their training session and she had barely responded at all. The whole flower day incident when Yesenia has asked if he wanted to have sex popped into his mind and he briefly wondered if that might be an avenue but dismissed it quickly. Yesenia would probably see right through him and then accuse him of betraying Junko, even though he hadn't approached Junko about how he felt, which was actually a whole other thing he had not figured out how to deal with yet.

"Do you think there is a way to make her see past the trauma which has led to this?"

Charlie shrugged.

"At the moment I don't think she trusts human beings as far as she can throw them," he said.

As far as he could tell Yesenia wasn't talking to anyone. The girl had not only been betrayed by her mentor, but by what was supposed to be an infallible system. Between was supposed to be safe from such petty things as betrayal and, yet, they had been sabotaged from within. Charlie really couldn't guess what effect being so close to the situation would have on someone's psyche.

"But, Charlie," the Seer said in her usual gentle tone, "you are not just a human being."

That caught him a little off guard. He looked down at his arm and the Spirit mark. Of course he knew there was a cat inside him, he'd been using the power only half an hour previously, but he didn't see how that helped.

"How ...?" he began to ask.

"Perhaps it is not a human being she needs at the moment," the Seer said before he could go on.

"Not a ..." he trailed off as he thought about that and let the idea take root in his mind.

It was kind of crazy, but then his life wasn't exactly sane at the moment and slowly it actually made sense. Yesenia was not talking to any of them beyond what needed to be said for practical matters, so maybe talking wasn't the answer.

"Thank you, Seer," he said, putting his tea aside and standing up.

He found that he was quite excited now that he had the beginnings of a plan. Still thinking it over, he was moving more on instinct than anything else and he bent forward and gave the Seer a quick peck on the cheek goodbye and walked out. It wasn't until he had left the room that he realised that was something he did with his family, and he had just done it to the most important person in Between. He looked back at the door, panicking and wondering if he should run back and apologise.

[Be calm, Questor,] the Seer's voice filtered into his head with an amused, affectionate tone, [you are most refreshing.]

He was pretty sure that he was blushing cherry red at his social faux pas as he hurried back to his rooms.

✽✽✽

Sitting outside Yesenia's door, Charlie scratched at the base. After talking to the Seer, he had decided to just go for it, but it was a tossup if it would work or if he would end up eaten by a spider. Given that the second option was his worst nightmare, he thought he was pretty brave sitting there in his house cat form.

"Yes?" Yesenia asked, sounding tired.

The girl had opened the door and was looking for someone at head height. Charlie took the opportunity to slip into her room and brush up against her ankle.

"What?" she said, clearly confused. 

Then she looked down.

He gazed up at her and chirped a meow before trotting further into the room and looking around. He had been in Yesenia's rooms before, but they seemed to have changed since he had seen them. It wasn't really very surprising, since half the things in them appeared to be organic. If he remembered correctly, the furniture was actually grown rather than made, which sounded utterly bizarre to him, but Yesenia had assured him cutting up trees to make chairs was totally weird to her.

The walls had plants growing up them in several places and there was natural light coming in through a skylight from above. Everything had a very organic feel. Even the air was filled with the light perfume of flowers which made him want to sneeze, but he managed to hold that at bay. It was seeing his friend's home environment that reminded him how they were all so very different. They all came from completely different worlds, different value systems, different habitats, and the only thing they had in common was their calling to be Questors. He knew he had to get this right or it would hurt them all.

Yesenia was glaring at him, but satisfied he wasn't about to be eaten, at least, he hopped up onto one of the chairs and sat down, looking at his hostess.

"What do you want?" the girl demanded.

There was no doubt in his mind that Yesenia wanted to kick him out, but he just turned his head on one side and looked at her.

"You cannot be stuck again," she said, shaking her head.

At that he made an indignant noise, which was quite bizarre from a cat, but he hadn't managed to get stuck in his cat form for a very long time. Yesenia raised her eyebrows at him.

"If you're not stuck you better have a very good reason for being here," she said and gave him a glare.

He licked a paw and deftly cleaned one of his ears, which was about as close to a nonchalant shrug as a cat could get. It earned him a long-suffering sigh.

"Look I'm not in the mood," Yesenia said, which meant she had said more to him in the last few minutes than virtually the whole of the training session, "would you just go?"

Charlie lowered himself down and placed his head on his front paws while keeping his eyes firmly on the other Questor.

"Are you deliberately trying to annoy me?" Yesenia snapped at him.

He lifted his head and cocked it to one side. It was something he had seen his neighbour's cat do and he was pretty positive it was adorable and impossible to ignore, because the last thing he wanted was to make Yesenia mad.

"That is not going to work," she said and went to storm past him.

Yesenia was wearing a casual, loose dress which was belted at the waist with a long belt that dangled down. As the young woman stepped level with him Charlie took a leap of faith and let his cat instincts out. The belt was swinging right at his eye level and he reached out with a paw, batting it and trying to catch it with a claw. Yesenia stopped and stared at him as if he was insane.

"May the Mother save me from imbeciles," she said and shook her head.

Charlie batted the belt again and gave her his best innocent look.

"Argh," was the rather incoherent response as Yesenia stormed into the other room.

It had to be the bedroom, and Charlie wasn't about to push his luck that far, so he sat down and tucked his paws underneath his body to wait. As a cat he had infinite patience, and he was pretty sure even Yesenia's stubbornness could not match that.

Luckily for him they didn't actually have to find out, because about ten minutes later there was a knock at the door. Yesenia strode out of her room, favoured him with a glare and went to answer the knock. He wasn't overly surprised when she came back with a tray, because he had smelt the food from under the door. It was dinner time, and he knew the others would all be in the refectory. He had guessed that Yesenia would not be joining them. Diallo had mentioned that the girl had only been to two meals while he and Alexander had been away.

"That is my chair," she said, giving him another glare.

He was sitting on the one right in front of the table, so he hopped onto that instead and perched on the opposite side to the chair. There was plenty of room on it for him and the tray. Yesenia eyed him suspiciously, but did not seem to be in the mood to argue with him as she placed the tray down and took her seat.

"I will not share," she said and pulled the lid off the first dish. "If you want food you will have to go and get your own."

Since it was clearly another ploy to get rid of him, he ignored it and set about cleaning one of his paws. His cat shape leant itself to pretending to be indifferent, making his life much easier. When he was human most of his thoughts travelled straight across his face and he knew it.

Yesenia stabbed at what looked like chunks of fish viciously with a fork and began to eat in silence. She was obviously annoyed, but she hadn't tried to stab him yet, which he counted as a win.

Dinner was a tense, silent affair where Yesenia glared at him, and he just sat there watching. It wasn't as if he could talk as he was, which, given his tendency to say anything and everything, was probably a good thing. He was pretty sure Yesenia did not need his inarticulate babble just at the moment.

When she had finished eating, Yesenia picked up the tray and put it outside her door before returning and glaring at him. If looks could have killed he'd have been grilled, fried, roasted and dismembered.

"Why won't you just leave me alone?" she finally screamed at him.

He couldn't help how his ears flattened against his head as she loomed over him, but he refused to back down. Yesenia seemed to be more than simply angry, and he was almost sure the volatile young woman wanted to strike out. Instead, she just stood there shaking. The moment seemed to go on forever, but with a yell of frustration she turned away from him. He thought he might have seen the shine of tears in her eyes.

For a few seconds he stayed exactly where he was, but when Yesenia didn't move again, he stood up and carefully approached her. She was still shaking. He could all but sense her pain. Yesenia was acting as if she was alone in a strange world that had betrayed her, and Charlie did not want her to feel like that anymore. Knowing that he was walking a very fine line, he leant forward and very gently bumped his head into Yesenia's hand.

She looked down at him and laughed, a harsh, derogatory sound.

"You just don't know when to give up do you?" she said. 

Her voice was so sad.

This was his friend, his teammate, and Charlie felt his heart breaking for her. In human form he could have talked to her and asked her to trust him, but he was pretty sure he knew how that would have gone. As a cat he was limited, but that made communication much more fundamental. Very deliberately he bumped his head against her hand again and rubbed his chin along her fingers.

When he looked up at Yesenia again, she was frowning at him, more lost than angry.

"What do you want from me?"

The words were heartfelt and there was no way he could reply. He really had no idea what he was doing, all he knew was he wanted to help. When his eyes caught the movement of Yesenia's belt again, he went with it. Reaching out a paw he batted it once and then sat back, just looking at his companion.

"You want to play?" she asked, tone incredulous.

Charlie turned his head to one side and gave a small meow of agreement. It sounded like a good idea to him. Yesenia didn't look so convinced, but after a moment she shrugged and shook her head.

"Wait here," she said and headed towards her bedroom. "You are not shredding this, it's my favourite."

When she came back, she was holding something that looked similar to what she was wearing around her waist, but it was definitely older and more battered.

"This one has seen better days," she said and dangled it in front of him.

For once he didn't remotely try and fight the feline instincts that immediately tried to take hold of him, batting enthusiastically at that old belt. Yesenia jerked it up a little so it was out of his reach and dragged it along the table top. It was impossible to resist the need to pounce. Now he knew exactly how the cat next door felt when he teased it with a cat toy.

Of course, Yesenia was fast and competitive, so she didn't go easy on him. Really it was only a matter of time before the inevitable happened. Yesenia yanked the belt up and to the side, he lunged at it and promptly fell off the table. He landed on his feet, but definitely not in what could be called a dignified manner. He might have been embarrassed except that his antics were greeted with laughter. When he looked up at Yesenia the girl appeared to be genuinely amused.

"You are ridiculous, Charlie Waterman" she said, shaking her head.

Charlie knew how to play to the crowd and so he sat up and haughtily washed a paw; the universal cat signal for 'I meant to do that'. As hoped, Yesenia laughed at him again. He was just a little shocked that things were actually going well.

He had no idea how long they played chase the belt, but by the time they finished he was definitely knackered. It took a lot of effort to be a ruthless hunter and when Yesenia actually let him win his prize he turned on his back and chewed and scratched at it in victory. He didn't even mind being laughed at for it.

Quite a while after that found him sprawled next to Yesenia on what seemed to be some kind of sofa, although what it was made of, he had no idea. Yesenia was reading from an electronic book and idly scratching him behind the ear. It was surprisingly relaxed. However, when Yesenia yawned, Charlie decided it was time to make a move. The whole petting thing was something of an unconscious gesture as far as Charlie could tell, so he extricated himself before Yesenia could realise exactly what she was doing. He stood and stretched, arching his back and giving a huge cat yawn of his own before jumping down and looking pointedly at the door.

"You're finally going to give me some peace then," Yesenia said, but she didn't sound particularly annoyed as she put her book aside and stood up.

Charlie did not give her a verbal response and just trotted to the door and waited patiently.

"Cats are pushy creatures," Yesenia observed as she opened it for him.

That was definitely one thing Charlie was not going to argue about. Putting his tail in the air he padded off down the corridor, all in all, rather pleased with himself. It was only when he reached his own rooms that he realised he was more than a little hungry. Throwing on some clothes, he hurried towards the refectory, hoping that some kind soul would be able to find him some supper.
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2. Weighing the Issue
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THE NEXT MORNING Charlie was in a somewhat more optimistic mood. Yesenia wasn't at breakfast, but the evening had gone well and so he walked into his training area with a lightness to his step.

"Good morning," he greeted with a smile.

"Good morning, Questor," Akari replied.

It was only his third day back and he knew the look in his mentor's eye.

"I'll start running, shall I?" he asked in a resigned tone.

The question almost drew a smile out of Akari, but not quite.

"That would be wise," Akari replied.

Sitting around and having fun for five days meant he had put on a little weight, not that it was anything compared to how soft and unfit he had been when he'd first arrived, but Akari was making sure he went back to tip top condition as soon as possible. At least now running didn't make him want to throw up.

Resigned to his fate, he began with a few stretching exercises and then set off at a jog before gradually speeding up. These days he could run until Akari told him to stop, even if he did find it mind-numbingly boring.

"Um," too many laps to count later, Charlie decided that it might be a good time to talk as he rubbed himself down from his run, "there's something I'd like to ask you, if that's okay?"

Akari immediately stopped what he was doing and walked over.

"Of course," was the not unexpected response.

While he was away Charlie had put his dreams out of his head, but now that he was back, he remembered Alexander's advice. He did need to talk to someone about them and his mentor was the best candidate. The way Yesenia had been pulling away from them made him realise he shouldn't ignore his own idiosyncrasies too long either. The problem was, he wasn't sure quite how to broach the subject.

"Does anyone here other than the Seer have visions?" he asked, trying to make his tone sound casual.

Akari gave him a rather strange look for the question, but did not immediately dismiss it.

"Only the Seer is permitted to guide the Tasks," Akari told him.

"Well, yes," Charlie replied, "but that wasn't quite what I meant. Does anyone ever have premonitions of things that will happen to them, nothing big picture like the Seer, but more to do with them or their friends?"

Now Akari was looking at him straight on and he couldn't help fidgeting.

"You believe you have had such a premonition," Akari said, cutting to the heart of the matter as usual.

Charlie sat down.

"I don't believe," he admitted, "I know. I've had nightmares since I arrived, and I thought it was my subconscious adjusting to everything until we went to Japan. It was as if I'd been in the temple where we found the rings before, I knew where the traps were."

Just for a moment Akari appeared honestly surprised and that was very unsettling.

"I have not heard of it," Akari said and sat down beside him, "but I am not an expert in such matters. It is not something we are trained to help our Questors to master, so I do not believe it is usual, but the Seer would know much more. It is possible another Questor may have been so gifted in the past."

"You mean the same way other Questors caused earthquakes and have mental shields?" he responded, knowing full well he was unique in those things.

Being so different, even among those who were his peers, still unsettled him.

Akari placed a gentle hand on his arm.

"Peace, Questor," his mentor told him, and he took a deep breath, calming himself. "You have been touched more deeply by the power you carry than any who came before you. This makes you unique, but be certain, there is reason for it."

He hoped that was true, but sometimes he couldn't help thinking he was just one big accident that the universe was probably staring at going 'what the hell?'.

"Have you had more such premonitions?" Akari asked him and broke him out of his thoughts.

Shaking his head he stood up.

"No," he replied, "but I had the last one three times. Each time it changed, and Vlad pointed out it was because my relationships here changed."

"You have spoken about this with the Dragon Questor?"

With anyone else Charlie might have suspected a little jealousy from the question, with Akari it seemed to be pure practicality.

"He guessed something was going on with me," he said with a shrug. "He was the one who told me to talk to someone else."

"Sensible."

"Vlad's unique too, isn't he, what with being a vampire?"

Akari nodded.

"Many things appear to exist now, that have never been before," was the sage reply.

"May you live in interesting times," Charlie muttered under his breath.

He couldn't help wondering whether it would turn out to be a curse.

"No point worrying about it now," he said, trying to push the matter from his mind. "What's next today?"

Akari stood up, but did not reply immediately and Charlie found himself the complete centre of his mentor's attention. It was always disconcerting when Akari did that, but Charlie knew there was nothing he could do but wait.

"Throwing knives," Akari said eventually, and Charlie found he was relieved.

Not that he was up on throwing knives, but it was much easier than what they had been talking about.

✽✽✽

"Where are you going in such a hurry?" Thane asked Charlie that evening after he had wolfed down his food.

"Oh, I'm working on a project," he replied as he stood up to take his plate to the dirties' stand, "you'll find out what it is when it works."

Then before anyone else could ask a question he was off. He had no intention of embarrassing Yesenia by telling the others what he was doing. It took him a few minutes to get back to his room and another couple to strip. As he reached for his magic and focused on his house cat shape he couldn't help smiling. Becoming a feline was turning into one of the most natural things he ever did, and he shifted smoothly into the familiar form.

Given that jumping at the door handle was less than dignified, he'd propped open his door before changing shape and he slipped through the gap. With a flick of his hind leg, he moved the wedge and let the door slide closed as he began to trot down the corridor. He was halfway to Yesenia's room when he heard a familiar step, and his sharp nose caught a very familiar scent. Without a doubt he knew Alexander was just round the next corner coming towards him.

He had the option of haring back the other way as if his life depended on it, but his vampire friend had very sharp senses no matter what form Alexander happened to be in. That meant the other Questor probably knew he was there as well. Running around in his cat form was not exactly normal, but there was no way out of it, so he just continued to pad down the corridor. Alexander was looking directly at the spot he stepped into when he finally slipped around the corner close to the wall. The vampire appeared to have been waiting for him to arrive.

Sitting down, he looked up at his friend in what he hoped was a questioning manner.

"So, your project involves running around as a house cat?" Alexander asked.

He wasn't really surprised his friend had followed him from the refectory. He nodded.

"Are you sure you know what you are doing?"

He subjected Alexander to a long hard cat stare for that question.

"Oh, excuse me," the vampire said in a dry tone, "I forgot, you never know what you're doing."

He made an affronted noise in response and stood up, although Alexander did have a point.

"Do you require any assistance?"

That made him sit down again, he hadn't expected that. He thought about it before shaking his head, standing up, walking across to his friend and placing a paw on Alexander's leg. He wanted to make sure his friend knew he was not simply rejecting the offer out of hand.

"You're welcome," Alexander said with just a hint of a smile. "Let me know if you change your mind."

He inclined his head to say yes and chirped a goodbye meow, before heading off the way he had been going. A cat and a dragon might be one step too far for Yesenia at the moment.

It only took him a minute or so to finish his journey, at which point, he scratched on Yesenia's door, sat down and waited. This time he did not barge his way in as soon as the girl opened the entrance, he just sat there and looked up.

"You again," Yesenia said as if resigned to her fate. "What would you do if I didn't let you in?"

Charlie had kind of been expecting something like that, so he gave the loudest yowl he could in his current form. It was surprisingly ear splitting.

"You would too, wouldn't you?" was Yesenia's response, but he was pretty sure there was a little amusement in her voice. "You had better come in then."

Standing and sticking his tail in the air, he trotted through the open door in victory.

✽✽✽

He only stayed an hour or so that evening, noticing that Yesenia appeared exhausted from whatever she had been doing that day. From what had been said at supper he knew Yesenia had been training with Kaelyn and whatever they had been doing had clearly been strenuous. He stayed long enough to make a complete idiot of himself chasing a leaf across the floor, and helping Yesenia with the very important task of choosing a new book to read. Then, when he saw her drooping, he made his exit. That meant by the time he had returned to his rooms and changed it was not yet time for bed.

For a while he considered watching some TV, there was bound to be some mindless drivel on from home. Not that he had managed to figure out how that worked at all, for all he knew the magic of Between made it up on the spot when he turned on the TV and it just looked like British television. He also thought about going to find some of the others, but he was feeling restless. He went for a walk instead. When, at least an hour, if not more later, he ended up outside the Seer's quarters he wasn't overly surprised, but it was getting on for late evening by then and he didn't want to disturb her. Turning, he went to walk back to his own rooms, knowing that he was going to have to have another discussion with the Seer sooner rather than later.

[Charlie,] he shouldn't have been shocked when the Seer spoke to him in his mind, [please, you are not disturbing me.]

For a moment he just stood there before doing another one eighty and walking towards the large doors. They opened for him with barely a whisper of sound as he entered the room beyond. The lamps were low, reflecting the time of day and, as ever, the Seer was seated among her multitude of silken bundles.

"I'm sorry to come so late," he said, wondering how long she had been waiting for him, because he had no doubt she had been.

The Seer did not need to have her finger on the pulse of Between, because she was its heart, and Charlie was sure she sensed so much that went on there.

"For me it is still early," she said, giving him her usual gentle smile. "I do not sleep a great deal. Come and speak with me."

By the time he was sat down, and was given yet another cup of tea, this one smelling spicier than the normal daytime version, he still wasn't quite sure what to say.

"I visited Yesenia as a cat," he said, deciding that was the easier topic to start with, "and I think it's working."

He was rewarded with a truly breathtaking smile for that information.

"It's early days," he added, not wanting to mislead the Seer as all, "but she hasn't tried to chase me off as a spider yet, so that's good."

"Most encouraging," the Seer replied with a nod and sipped her tea. "I have no doubt you will triumph in this."

"I wish I was as confident," he said before he actually thought about it.

"You are young," the Seer said, a smile in her deep green eyes, "confidence will come."

Somehow, he doubted it. He suspected that older people were just better at hiding their insecurities. He almost said it and then remembered who he was talking to. The amused smile on the Seer's face made him think she probably knew anyway, which made him remember that he really didn't know a whole lot about her powers and brought his thoughts full circle to one of the things that had led him into her presence that evening.

"I had a premonition," he said without beating round the bush.

After his conversation with Akari, he knew hedging wouldn't do any good anyway.

"About what?" the Seer asked, just as calmly as ever.

"The last Task," he replied, and he saw just the tiniest flicker around her eyes and knew he had just managed to surprise the most knowledgeable person in Between.

It was not a comfortable feeling.

"Please tell me about it," the Seer said and, if he hadn't seen, he never would have known she was surprised.

He put his tea down and decided to start at the beginning.

"I thought they were nightmares," he said. "I had the first one soon after I got here, and I saw myself die. I wasn't really sure I was supposed to be here at that point, so I thought it was just my mind dealing with all my insecurities about being chosen."

The Seer nodded in understanding.

"Then I had it again, only Vlad ... um ... Alexander," somehow using the nickname he had for his friend didn't seem right when talking to the Seer, "was in it with me. We were beginning to make friends by that time and in the dream, he died because I couldn't make him listen to me about where the danger was. Then later still I had it again, only this time I managed to convince Alexander to go the other way, and I died again, only in a different trap."

"So, as your relationships with the other Questors changed, so did the dream?" the Seer asked.

Charlie nodded.

"That's what Alexander pointed out as well when he made me tell him," he replied.

"The Dragon Questor is a most perceptive being."

He nodded again; that was definitely true.

"How did these dreams relate to the Task?" the Seer asked, steering them back on track.

"They were the inside of the temple where we retrieved the Rings," he explained. "There were traps set to stop invaders, and my dreams showed me where they were."

"The dreams saved your lives," the Seer said, looking away from him for a moment into the distance.

For some reason he did not think she was really looking at anything he could see.

"Each Questor is unique," she said, bringing her gaze back to him; "it is the way of the universe. Each comes into being in their time and their place to face the challenges set out for them in the multiple universes. You have come to us at a time of trial, Charlie. Things are changing here that have stayed the same for years beyond counting. You walk a path no other has walked, and you have been given gifts to help you find your way."

It wasn't exactly a comforting speech. He didn't really know how to reply.

"So, I am the first Questor to see things like this?" he asked, feeling very small in a very large existence.
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