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It was nine-thirty in the morning, and Ben Taylor sat by a swimming pool, his feet dangling in the water, his head resting on his clenched fists. Ben’s brilliant green eyes were closed and his unruly dark brown hair had not been brushed. Anyone who looked closely could see that he was trembling.   

At any moment, the physical education teacher would call Ben's name. Phil Tanner expected Ben to jump into the pool, do the front crawl to the other side, and return with a backstroke. Ben was not sure he could stay afloat, let alone do two different strokes across the width of the pool.

The request that he swim across the pool was not unreasonable. Ben had been taking swim lessons for three months with his grade nine class. Not that Ben attended many classes as he usually found some reason why he couldn’t. For a couple of weeks, he had a sniffle that turned into a raging cold just in time for the swim lesson. For a couple of weeks, he sported a thick bandage on his big toe. It covered a scratch, but only Ben and his roommate Denzel Carter knew the truth. Another week he managed to see a dentist when he should have been in the pool. Then the excuse was a sprained ankle. It was legitimate—he had suffered a mild sprain; however, Ben’s limp was much worse when it was time for swim class. Ben’s excuse this week was that he could not find his bathing suit. It had worked once before, but this time Phil Tanner was prepared and handed Ben a suit left behind by a previous student: a student three times Ben’s size.

“Allison Sims,” Phil Tanner called. The girl sitting next to Ben slid into the pool. Ben’s mouth went dry, and he clenched his hands, but they still shook. Taylor followed Sims on Phil Tanner’s list of students.

Allison made it look so easy. She swam effortlessly across the pool and back to where Ben sat.  

“Well done,” Phil Tanner said.

Allison gracefully slid out of the water to sit beside Ben. She rubbed water out of her blue eyes and looked at Ben with concern. Ben smiled weakly at her and then closed his eyes to wait for Phil Tanner to speak the words he was dreading. Allison took one of her copper-colored braids in each hand, leaned toward Ben, and squeezed. Ben jerked away as the cold water hit his shoulder.

“Wake up, Ben,” Allison said. “You’re next.” 

Ben said nothing. He was normally tongue-tied around Allison but always worked hard to come up with a witty response. This time he didn’t even try. His thoughts were consumed with what he would do when his name was called. He was desperate to find an excuse––any excuse––to stay out of the water.

When Phil Tanner spoke the words Ben dreaded, he didn’t respond right away as he desperately searched for some reason why he couldn’t go in the water, but his mind remained blank.

“Come on, Benjamin,” barked the teacher. “Jump in! We don’t have all day.” 

Ben jumped and immediately knew it was a mistake. He sank like a stone. He came up spitting water, his arms and legs thrashing. Ben's frantic movement took him slowly forward in the required direction. For a moment he had some small hope he might actually get to the other side. Then the bathing suit slipped down over his bum. Ben grabbed for the suit, but it was impossible to keep his head above water with only one hand free to dog paddle. So Ben did what any sensible person would do. He let go. The swimsuit slid farther down, and Ben quickly learned it is impossible to kick your legs with a swimsuit wrapped around your knees. Staying afloat demanded he kick, so Ben decided to retrieve the suit after all. Mustering his courage, he bent into the water and reached toward his knees. 

It is a simple fact that when one part of the body goes down, another part rises up. None of the eight girls and nine boys missed the fact that Ben mooned them. They pointed, hooted, giggled, hollered, and laughed out loud. 

“Girls to the change room,” Phil Tanner ordered. All the girls left, except for Allison. 

Ben didn't hear the laughter as he had more important matters to deal with. He was swallowing pool water, and the swimsuit was not cooperating. It was hanging around his knees. Spots gathered in front of his eyes. His arms and legs were beginning to feel heavy. An image of his dead body floating in the water surfaced in his mind. Everything was going black as he finally kicked off the bathing suit.  

Phil Tanner was not watching Ben. Puzzled as to why Ben was such a poor swimmer, he was counting the absent marks beside Ben’s name in the record book. “Taylor, you have some explaining to do,” he muttered as he slammed the book shut. “I wonder what excuses you’ve given to the substitute teachers.

“Mr. Tanner! Mr. Tanner!” An urgent voice broke the physical education teacher’s concentration. Phil Tanner transferred his attention to Allison Sims, who was standing in front of him. 

“I said girls to the change room. That includes you.” 

“But Mr. Tanner, Ben needs help,” Allison persisted. Phil Tanner looked up to see Ben’s borrowed swimsuit floating on the water but no sign of Ben. Denzel had jumped into the pool and was swimming toward the suit. 

Phil Tanner pushed his record book into Allison’s wet hands and dove into the pool. In a few quick strokes the teacher passed Denzel and reached the swimsuit, jackknifed, and with eyes wide open swam underwater. The teacher quickly found Ben and dragged him to the surface. When Allison saw that Phil Tanner had Ben in tow, she did as she was told and left, after giving the record book to one of the boys.

Phil Tanner dragged Ben out of the pool and threw a towel over his naked body. Then the teacher began to press on Ben’s chest. One... and a two... and a three. Water flowed out of Ben’s mouth, but he was still not breathing. Phil Tanner pinched Ben’s nose, took a deep breath, and bent over to give him mouth-to-mouth. 

At that moment Ben took a deep shuddering breath. Phil Tanner let go of Ben’s nose but remained hunched over the boy. That was a mistake as Ben brought up the big breakfast he’d eaten earlier. It spewed in all directions. Pieces of orange and bacon hung in Phil Tanner’s hair.

There was shocked silence at first, then suppressed laughter from the boys in Ben’s class.

“Everyone to the change room,” Phil Tanner roared after wiping orange and bacon off his face. When the other students were gone the teacher shouted at Ben. “Tomorrow, before breakfast, and every morning after that, I want you here with a swimsuit that fits.” 

“No... I... don’t wa...” Ben started, unsure of just what to say.

“Failure is not an option for the son of Andrew Taylor,” the teacher continued without listening to Ben. “You will have another test next Monday and every Monday after that until you pass.”

By the time Ben arrived at the boys’ change room, the other students were nearly dressed. There was suppressed laughter from everyone but his roommate Denzel. Denzel held a towel toward Ben in his dark hand. His brown eyes were full of concern. “You okay?” he asked.

Ben shrugged as he took the towel. He didn’t want to speak as he was afraid words might bring tears.  

“Do you want me to wait for you?” Denzel asked. Ben shook his head.   

Ben took a long shower. The water was cold, but he did not turn off the tap until the talk and laughter died down and the door banged shut for the last time. When Ben finally left the shower, a clock hanging on the wall told him math class had already started. He rammed one wet leg and then the other into his blue jeans and struggled into his shirt. He picked up his socks but, realizing they would be too hard to put on wet feet, shoved them into his gym bag. He threw the bag over his shoulder, stuffed his bare feet into his runners, and sprinted out the door.

“Ben! Wait!” called a voice, “Are you okay?” Allison was waiting for him outside the change room door. Concern was clearly written on her freckled face.

Ben shrugged. “You’ll be late for math.”

“You too, but I’m sure you could write the test later. Almost dying is a good excuse.”

“Uhgg. I forgot the test.”

“Like I said, you could take the test later.”

“I might, but what about you?” Ben replied as they left the Physical Education building and ran toward the castle.

Ben and Allison were students at Fairhaven Private School. Fairhaven was a school for students from grades nine to twelve, where learning to hang glide and rock climb was as important as algebra. Most students had parents and grandparents who attended Fairhaven before them. But there were a few like Allison who received a special invitation to come. There were only fifty-eight students at Fairhaven. They came from many different countries of origin. Money or the lack thereof was not a barrier as no one paid tuition.

The school was located on its own private island in the Pacific Northwest, not far from the small community of Gold River, British Columbia, Canada. Through natural means it could only be reached by boat or float plane. However, many students reached the school by means that were far from natural. They used portals scattered throughout the world that brought them to Fairhaven the moment they stepped through. 

As well as the Physical Education building, there were residences for students and teachers, a stable, barns, chicken coops, and the building known as the castle. There were horses in the stable as learning to ride was part of the curriculum. Most of the island was forested, but the area close to the school had gardens, hayfields, pasture land, and sports fields. The school farm grew most of the food eaten in the dining hall and the surrounding ocean provided fresh fish. The school was, for the most part, food self-sufficient.

No one knew when the castle was first constructed, it looked very much like an old European castle. It was made of large gray stones, had turrets, and was built in a spot that overlooked a secluded bay with a dock. A well-worn path led to the large oak doors of the ancient building. In the basement of the castle were the community kitchen, dining hall, and common rooms. On the main floor were classrooms and offices. The second floor had guest quarters and an extensive library. The third floor held a large meeting room, as well as the office space and residence of Mariah Templeton, the principal of Fairhaven. There was a small deep pool and a hexagonal shaped room with six walls and six doors on the fourth floor. No one was allowed on the third and fourth floors without an invitation.

Ben and Allison stopped and stared when they reached the castle. To Ben’s dismay, the large swimsuit hung out the window.  “Lose something, Ben?” had been written in large print on a banner. 

“Oh, no. Now everyone will know,” Ben muttered. He thought about turning around and hiding out in his room for the rest of the day.

“Everyone was going to know anyway. This is a small school,” Allison said before sprinting up the wide steps that led to the castle doors.  Ben hesitated but then followed her up the stairs.

Ben steeled himself for the laughter he was sure would come when he walked through the classroom door, but there was no laughter. Yoko Suzuki was away. In her place was William Smith, a substitute teacher with a permanent scowl on his scarred face.  

“No point in asking to postpone,” Ben whispered. “Smith would insist a corpse write the test.”  

“And the corpse would if it knew what was good for it,” Allison whispered back.  

William Smith glared at them with his one good eye. A black patch covered his other eye. Where his left hand should have been there was a hook. William Smith used his right hand to beckon Ben and Allison forward. “You’re late. I will deduct five points from your marks,” he growled.

“But...” Allison began. 

William Smith, cut her off. “I’m being lenient since I understand Taylor came close to death this morning,” he said as he passed them each a copy of the test.

Ben took his seat behind Denzel, who flashed Ben a quick smile, his teeth white against his dark skin.  

As the students finished, they silently filed out of the classroom until only Ben and Allison were left. 

“Time’s up,” William Smith said in his gravelly voice, just as Ben finished the second to last question. Ben and Allison laid their tests on the desk in front of the teacher.

“So I understand you haven’t learned to swim yet, Taylor,” William Smith growled. 

“I’m not planning to learn,” Ben stated flatly.

“That’s a problem.”

“Doesn’t matter, I’ll just stay out of the water.”

“It matters!  You get serious and listen to me.  Anyone can learn to swim and that includes you.”

Ben started to turn away, but the substitute teacher grabbed his sleeve with his hook. “Hear me Ben Taylor and hear me good. I don’t want you to miss any more swim lessons. You’re not going to disappoint your father by being expelled from this school. He’s my friend and one of the best students this school has produced.”   

Ben jerked his sleeve out of the hook’s grasp and sprinted for the door. Denzel was waiting for him on the other side.

“You okay?” Denzel asked. 

“Yeah,” Ben said. “I hope Suzuki is back soon. Smith is just plain scary.” 

“Too true! But then, most of the teachers at this school are creepy. And Smith isn’t the only one with battle scars.”

“I wonder where Suzuki went?” Ben asked. 

“Who knows? She’s away a lot,” Denzel responded. “So are Tanner and some of the other teachers. I’d like to know where they go and why we have so many substitutes.” 

The two friends walked to their next class. Throughout the day Ben had more than one teacher and several students offer him advice on what to do in the water. 

That night Ben had the same dream he had almost every night since coming to Fairhaven. It was dark, two moons hung in the sky, and his mother had disappeared. Ben was flying through the air suspended by the claws of a giant scaly bird. Over and over he cried, “Momma, Momma.” Tears ran down his cheeks as the creature holding him gave a piercing cry and released its hold. Ben fell through the air into deep dark water. The cold stunned him. The blackness terrified him. He tried to call his Momma, but no sound came. Everything was going dark as he sank under water. 

Like always, Ben woke with his heart pounding, his fists clenched, and his breath coming in large shuddering gasps. 

Denzel stood by his bed with his hand on Ben’s shoulder, shaking him awake. “For Pete’s sake, Ben, see a shrink and find out what these nightmares mean. I’m tired of waking up every night.” Denzel spoke in a tired, irritated, but concerned voice.

The clock said it was quarter past two. Ben lay awake, afraid to fall asleep. He didn’t want to dream again, but by three, he was sound asleep.

The next day Ben had the required private swim lesson. It was a disaster. Once again, Mr. Tanner had to jump into the pool and fish him out. 
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After supper the next day, Ben and Denzel went to the library. They watched students go in and out of a part of the library forbidden to them. They’d wondered for some time why some students were allowed in, but others, including themselves, were forbidden entry.

“Look,” said Denzel, “Allison is allowed in. Why aren’t we? She’s in grade nine, the same as us.” 

“Don’t ask me,” Ben said just as a bell rang. He listened for a moment. It was a special bell the grade nines were supposed to ignore.

“It’s not for us.” Ben said to Denzel.

“I know, but look,” Denzel pointed, as students and teachers filed out of the forbidden section of the library. 

The librarian, Olivia Stewart, wheeled her chair out from behind a desk. “The library is now closed. Take whatever books you need and bring them back tomorrow.” 

Ben put his books away. He stood and was starting toward the door when Denzel jerked his arm with such force that Ben found himself sitting back down on the chair.

“What the...” he began. Denzel put a finger to his own lips and dropped under the table. Ben followed him. “This is a bad idea, a very bad idea.” Nevertheless he crawled underneath the table with Denzel. 

Denzel crawled toward the end of the long table then sprinted between two bookshelves toward the library’s far end. Ben reluctantly followed. He watched as Denzel dropped to the ground and pushed himself underneath a study desk. Denzel gestured in silence for Ben to crawl underneath another desk. Ben stood undecided. It was not too late to leave, but he had to make a quick decision. Soon someone would walk through the library to make sure there was no one still inside. Ben could hear steps coming closer. He just had a few seconds to make up his mind. Finally, Ben dropped to the ground and pushed himself underneath a second study desk. 

The footsteps stopped between the desks where Ben and Denzel lay hidden. Ben tried to remember who wore the shoes he could see. All he knew for sure is they belonged to a grade twelve student appointed to monitor the halls and make sure rules were not broken. Ben held his breath until the feet turned and walked away. After a moment they heard a door close and the library was silent. 

“This is a bad idea,” Ben repeated as he climbed out from under the desk. “A very bad idea”

“Yeah, probably, but at least it’s not boring,” Denzel replied. Being bored seemed to be the one thing in life that Denzel was frightened of, perhaps the only thing from what Ben could tell.

“Nobody gets a chance to be bored around you,” Ben muttered. “A little boredom would be welcome now and then.”

“Let’s go,” Denzel said. Ben did not need to ask where.

Denzel pushed open the door with its “ENTRY FORBIDDEN WITHOUT SPECIAL PERMISSION” sign, and Ben followed him in. They both knew it was a mistake as soon as they stepped through the door. There was a loud clang as the door bolted behind them and the lights went out. Since there were no windows in the forbidden section of the library, it was pitch black. Ben whirled around and felt for the door handle. It confirmed his suspicion that they were locked in.

“O.K. What are we going to do now?” Ben asked in a squeaky voice.

“Look around,” said Denzel as he dug into his pocket and produced a small flashlight. He swung it back and forth. The light rested briefly on a sign that read Zargon. In the middle of the library were several small tables with books open on them. Denzel walked to the nearest table and ran his flashlight over the books. He picked up one whose cover read “The Six Worlds: Their Similarities and Differences.” He turned to the table of contents. Listed in alphabetical order were six worlds: Earth, Farne, Lushaka, Mellish, Toregan, and Zargon. Denzel turned his flashlight away from the book to the “Zargon” sign. He shone the flashlight around the room and found the other five signs. He turned back to the book and opened it to the section on Zargon. 

“The most important difference between Zargon and other worlds,” the book began “is that dinosaurs and dragons still live on Zargon while they have disappeared from the other worlds where they once existed.”

That was as far into the book as Denzel, with Ben looking over his shoulder, was able to read. They heard the library door open and close. Denzel turned off his flashlight and put it away seconds before Phil Tanner opened the door of the darkened room. 

“Out! Now!” Phil Tanner thundered. “I will see you tomorrow. You can count on a very long detention,” he said as he hustled them out.

Ben groaned. Detention meant working in the kitchen—peeling potatoes, loading the dishwasher, and washing pots and pans. Not for the first time, he wondered why he kept letting Denzel talk him into doing things that got him into trouble.

The boys were escorted to the stairs and ushered out of the building. They went back to their dorm room. 

The next day the two friends were called into Mr. Tanner’s office and given two months of detention. Right afterward, they reported to the kitchen and worked for an hour before and after supper. As they peeled and scrubbed, they talked quietly of what it might all mean. 

Denzel stopped finished drying the pot he was working on and turned to Ben. “There is something going on in this school and I intend to find out what it is.”

“Did you notice that Allison came out of the forbidden section of the library when the bell rang?” Ben asked.

“No, I didn’t, but I’m not surprised you did. I think you have a crush on that girl.”

“So what do you think’s going on? Why are there books about imaginary worlds?” Ben asked, trying to change the subject. 

“I think it’s some kind of role-playing game. Maybe everyone gets assigned an imaginary world and becomes a character from there.”

“So the bell rings when it’s time to play?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“I’d love to be in on the game.”

“Me too. I wonder how you get an invitation?” 

“Maybe Allison will tell us.” Ben drained the dirty water in the sink so he could fill it again with clean water.

“If you can actually talk to her, she might.” Denzel lightly punched Ben on the shoulder.

Over the next few days they tried to talk to the students who could go into the special part of the library but got nowhere. Allison went out of her way to avoid them after they asked several times why she could go into the forbidden library and they couldn't, and why the bell rang for her and not for them. 

Three days later Ben and Denzel finished their detention in the kitchen and were climbing the stairs to the library when the special bell rang again. They watched as students and teachers came out of the library and climbed the stairs to the meeting hall. Several other people came from classrooms and the basement common rooms to file past them on the stairs. 

“Come on,” Denzel said. “Let's see if Allison will talk to us.”

“She won’t talk,” Ben said. “We’ve already tried several times.”

“Allison, wait!” Denzel shouted.

Allison moved in front of some grade twelve students and continued up the stairs to the third floor. Denzel tried to follow, but two older boys blocked their way. “You’re not allowed on the third floor without an invitation.”

“How do you get an invitation?” Denzel asked.

“You’ll know when you do,” the older student said.

Denzel and Ben stood aside and watched teachers and students climb the stairs up the great hall. There were no other grade nines besides Allison included in the gathering.

“Come on,” Denzel said, “We’re going to find out what’s going on up there.” 

“And how are we going to do that?” Ben asked.  

“We’re going to look through a window,” Denzel stated.

“What window?”

“I’ll show you.”

Denzel led the way down the hallway. They passed Olivia Stewart as she waited in her wheelchair for an ancient elevator to take her to the third floor. Denzel led Ben to the math classroom. He opened a window and started to climb through.

“What are you doing?” Ben exclaimed and grabbed hold of his friend’s shirt.

“Putting the rock climbing we’ve been learning into practice. Why do you think they teach us these things if we’re not supposed to use them? You coming?”

“No! Definitely not! I don’t want to break my neck.”

“I’ve always wanted to do this,” Denzel said as he stood on the ledge and searched for a handhold on the left side of the window.

“Denzel! Don’t do it!” Ben spoke loudly. “Fall, and you’ll be dead!”

“Shhhh. I’m not going to fall,” Denzel replied in a loud whisper. A moment later he stepped off the ledge and began to climb.

Ben waited, wondering how he would explain his presence in the math classroom if a teacher came in, although that seemed unlikely as they were all on the third floor.

Ben stuck his head out the window and watched Denzel move slowly up the castle’s outside wall, carefully searching for and finding handholds in the rocks. When Denzel reached the third-floor window he pulled himself up over the ledge to look in. Ben watched as his foot slipped. Ben was afraid his friend was going to fall but Denzel grabbed the window ledge with his right hand and dangled for a moment before finding a handhold for his left hand and beginning his climb down. Ben helped a shaken Denzel back in through the window.

“Well?” Ben asked when Denzel was silent for an uncharacteristically long time.  

“She knew. Miss Templeton knew I was there. She leaned forward and looked right at me, and our eyes met. I tried to duck and that’s when I lost my hold.” 

“What were they doing?”

“Just sitting around; but someone, I don’t know who it was, but someone was wearing a great mermaid costume: blond spiked hair with green tips, dark eyes with no white. The tail was amazing. It was worth the climb just to get a glimpse of that vision of beauty.” 

“Weird!” Ben said. “It must be a role-playing game. I wonder what world is supposed to have mermaids and if they assign you a character or you choose it for yourself.” 

“I don't care. I just want in. We need to find out what it takes to join,” Denzel stated.

The two boys hung around the castle, and when the meeting ended, they managed to catch Allison just before she entered the girls’ dormitory.   

“Allison,” Denzel said. “What were you all doing up there?” 

Allison stared at him for a moment, then shook her head and ran up the stairs. Denzel started to follow but Ben grabbed his arm. 

“You want to have detention till you graduate? Going into the girls’ dorm is one way to make that happen.”
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In the morning, Ben ate early and headed for the swimming pool to take his extra lesson with Phil Tanner. The lessons were still not going well, and this one was no exception. Ben did not feel comfortable in the pool even when his feet were able to touch the bottom. 

Phil Tanner was waiting for Ben when he left the dressing room. “Ben, I’ve called Miss Templeton. She wants to see you today after your last class. I told her there’s little hope you will learn to swim. I can’t tell you how sorry I am about that.”

“It's not your fault. I’ve always hated the water and I don't expect to ever learn how to swim,” Ben said. “I don’t care if I ever do.”

“I care and your dad cares. He’s going to be very disappointed,” Phil Tanner said. He paused a moment and then continued, “Your dad and I were roommates, and he has been my best friend for over twenty years. I don't know how to tell him that I couldn't teach his son to swim.” 

Ben knew his father would be disappointed, but it seemed to him that it wasn’t as big a deal as everyone was making it.

Later in the day, Ben walked slowly toward the castle and up the stairs to the third-floor reception area. Mrs. Topp, the school secretary, sat at a desk near the stairs. On one side of her was the entrance into the great hall, and on the other side was the door into Mariah Templeton’s office and residence. 

Ben had been on the third floor twice. The first time was when his father brought him to the school. They had climbed the stairs together, and Mariah Templeton had come out of her office to welcome him. A week into the school term, Miss Templeton invited everyone to a gathering in the great hall. Mariah Templeton spoke to the students. She named them as chosen ones who would bring light to dark worlds. Ben laughed at the words that seemed so archaic until his father glared at him. Later, when he tried to tell his father how strange Mariah Templeton was, his father had been unwilling to listen.

Ben’s father had come back to the school a month later. Andrew Taylor told Ben he was going away on business but expected to be back within six to eight weeks. Eight months had passed, and he had not yet returned. The end of the school year was coming, and Ben wondered if he would return in time to take him home.

Andrew Taylor had often gone away on business when Ben was a boy. His grandmother used to take care of him while his father was gone, but now his grandmother was dead. Ben wasn't sure where he would end up this summer if his father didn’t return, but more importantly, he was worried about what had happened
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