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For to be free is not merely to cast off ones chains, but to live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of others.

―Nelson Mandela
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A Dragon Ride
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With no moon in the sky and clouds obscuring the stars, it was the perfect night for flying without being seen. The greenish blue dragon and the dark skinned boy had waited for a cloudy night without rain, a rare occurrence on the west coast of Vancouver Island.

This was the first time the dragon had flown through the skies on Earth, and he was enjoying the flight every bit as much as his rider. Below them was the island where the two of them attended school. They’d been in the air for an hour and the dragon reluctantly made up his mind to return to the school.

“Yeah!” the boy yelled as the dragon did a nosedive toward the ocean. “This is better than a rollercoaster.” 

They skimmed over the waves until a grey whale breached nearby. The dragon arced around the whale before climbing toward the clouds. 

“Hold on,” the dragon called back, his words carried away by the wind. “I’ll do another roll.”

The dragon rolled to the left, and soon they were flying upside down. The boy laughed. “Ben, that was so cool. Do it again.” 

“Once more, then we need to head back.”

“So soon? Okay, but on the next moonless night I want to fly farther up the coast.”

“Denzel, we’re not doing this again. We agreed that if I took you for a ride you would stop asking.”

“That was before I knew how awesome it was,” Denzel said. “I was meant to be a dragon rider.” 

The dragon did what dragons always do when they are angry: He breathed fire, which streaked out like lightening across the sky to light up the clouds around them. 

“Cool! Do that again,” Denzel yelled into the wind. 

The dragon roared in response.

“Okay. Okay. You’re right. I did promise, but I still hope we can do this again sometime.”

Denzel knew that Ben was just as reluctant to return, even though every moment they were in the air increased the chance of getting caught by Miss Templeton. 

They were racing away from the island when the unthinkable happened. There was a clap of thunder and a huge face appeared on the cloud in front of them. They knew the face well, but had never seen it angry before. Static electricity danced in the dinner-plate sized eyes that were staring straight at them. Ben’s wings beat backwards as he desperately tried to keep himself from flying through Miss Templeton’s face.

The huge mouth spoke. Lightening flashed with every word. Denzel and Ben did not hear actual words, they heard loud claps of thunder, but they knew what was said. Come see me! Come see me, right now! The face broke apart and disappeared. 

When Ben turned and flew back toward the school there was smoke coming from his nostrils. 

“Don’t go back yet,” Denzel coughed. “We can’t get into any more trouble than we’re already in. At the very least take the long way back to the school by flying across the Island and around the southern tip.”

Ben erupted in a roar. Fire lit up the sky. 

“I guess that’s a no?” Denzel asked.

The dragon remained silent, but there was still flame coming from his mouth. 

“What! Are you mad at me?” Denzel asked. 

Ben roared again.

“I guess, that would be a yes,” Denzel said, “but let me remind you, you wanted to do this as much as I did. You weren’t that hard to convince.”

Ben remained silent. 

“I guess you did say no the first time I asked,” Denzel said. 

Ben didn’t speak, but more smoke and flames issued from his nostrils.

“I guess you said no more than once,” Denzel said. “I’m sorry for getting you in trouble, but I’m glad we did this. It was so worth it even if we get a detention.” 

At the word detention, the amount of smoke and flame coming out of the dragon’s snout increased. 

“Don’t worry,” Denzel said. “I’ll tell Miss Templeton it was all my fault.” 

The dragon never said a word, but the smoke decreased a little.

Ben landed in the same spot where they had taken off, behind the barn, out of sight of the residences and the large gray stone building known as the castle that served as a school for the students attending Fairhaven. Ben transformed and in place of the dragon stood a fifteen-year-old boy with wild brown hair and brilliant green eyes. Smoke continued to come out of Ben’s nose and mouth even after his transformation back into a human. 

Denzel and Ben silently turned and walked toward the castle. On the third floor, above the classrooms, they would find the Principal of Fairhaven; Earth’s Watcher and the Guardian of the portals that linked Earth to other worlds. 

Denzel remained uncharacteristically silent as he walked beside Ben. He thought of and discarded excuses they could give the Watcher to avoid the detention that was sure to come. He also thought of the school’s secret purpose. It trained the Chosen and sent them to other worlds to do the work of the Guardian. Denzel envied Ben who had been off world twice. The first time, Ben had stopped a war between humans and mer on Lushaka and discovered he had a secret identity. The second time he’d been sent to Zargon to find his mother’s family so they could teach him how to safely transform from human to dragon and back again. Without that training, Ben had been in danger of becoming something that was neither human nor dragon. Denzel wondered how long he would need to wait to be chosen to go through one of the five portals to another world.  

Denzel walked silently beside Ben past the recreational complex with its gym and swimming pool, the separate boys’ and girls’ dorms, and the guest and staff quarters. At three in the morning most everyone was asleep. No one saw them except for a fur-covered creature who stood approximately four and a half feet tall. Moses fell in behind them. When they arrived at the castle, Moses followed them as they climbed the stone steps leading to the large oak doors. They pushed open one of the two doors and walked down the dimly lit hallway past the classrooms to the staircase that led to Miss Templeton’s office. Once they arrived on the third floor, they knocked softly on the door. 

“Come in, boys,” the voice on the other side said. 

Ben and Denzel stepped through, and quickly closed the door behind them before Moses could follow them in. 

Miss Templeton sat at her desk wearing a faded blue bathrobe. Her long gray hair hung down over her shoulders. Her narrow face was grim and lacked her usual warmth.

“Don’t bother sitting down,” she said. “I will hear no excuses. Ben, I told you not to transform and fly over this island. There are good reasons not to draw attention to the fact that we have a dragon living here. We do not want the citizens of this world asking about this school and our students. We don’t want journalists drawn to this island because someone saw a dragon flying above it.”

“It’s not Ben’s fault. I talked him into it,” Denzel said. Ben looked at his friend with gratitude.

“I do not doubt that, Denzel Carter, but it’s Ben’s gift and he’s responsible for the use of it. But don’t worry; you will share Ben’s punishment because you knew Ben was not supposed to fly. So the only thing that remains is to decide the amount of detention you will serve.” 

Ben and Denzel held their breath as they waited for the words that would come next. 

“It is now January twenty-fifth. Your detention will last until June twenty-fifth, which coincidently is the last day of school. With exceptionally good behavior I’ll make it April twenty-fifth.” 

“What?” Denzel burst out, his heart sinking at the thought of six months of cleaning the kitchen and washing pots and pans.

“You don’t think the detention is fair?” Miss Templeton asked, 

anger flashing in her eyes. 

“Uh...uh...,” Denzel began. 

“What about you, Ben Taylor? Do you think it’s fair?”

“It’s fair,” Ben replied quickly. “We’re sorry for disobeying your direct order and it won’t happen again.” 

Denzel stared at his friend in astonishment. Why wasn’t he standing up for them? Then it struck him that Miss Templeton had the power to expel them from Fairhaven. Maybe Ben believed there was a chance that could happen. Actually, Ben wouldn’t be, there would be a problem with letting a dragonborn loose on the world. 

Miss Templeton looked at Denzel. “What about you?” She spoke quietly, but with steel in her voice.

“I’m sorry too,” Denzel choked out, but did not say a word about not doing it again. 

Miss Templeton’s face softened. “I suppose since you’re here, we may as well test you both again.” 

She picked up the medallion sitting on her desk.

Ben stepped toward Miss Templeton, who laid her medallion on his outstretched hand. The medallion opened up to reveal dials for the day, month, and year, but the dials did not spin around as they normally did. The three pointers went directly to the same spot they had gone to the last time Ben was tested.

Miss Templeton dropped the medallion with a sigh. “It looks like you are still scheduled to go to Farne on the first day of the fifth month this year. I was hoping there was a mistake. It’s not a world I feel comfortable sending you to. Your turn, Denzel, let’s see if the Guardian still thinks you’re a good candidate to be a Chosen.” Miss Templeton emphasized the words ‘good candidate’ making it clear she had her doubts.

Denzel held his breath as Miss Templeton placed her medallion on his shaking hand. He didn’t know what he would do if the dials refused to move. The only good news was the heartbreak would only last as long as it took Miss Templeton to wipe his memory clean. 

As the needles started to spin, he released his breath and grinned. When they stopped, one needle pointed to the first day, another to the fifth month, while the last one pointed to the current year.

“Awesome. I’m going with Ben to Farne,” Denzel said, punching the air with his fist. 

“Not so fast,” Miss Templeton said. “You could be going to a different world on the same day.”

The principal closed her hand around the medallion and then laid it on Denzel’s palm again. The medallion opened up for a second time, but this time it was changed. The dials with days, months and years were gone, and in their place was a single compass with six points on the circle. The dial went around and around before coming to a stop. 

Denzel looked expectantly at Miss Templeton, waiting for her to tell him what it meant. She frowned as she stared at the dial. 

“Apparently, you are going to the same world as Ben. You will be among the first Chosen that world has had in almost one thousand years, ever since their war to end all wars. For a long time, they didn’t even have a Watcher. Then a dragonborn who failed to make the transformation was sent.” 

“I heard about the Watcher of Farne when I was on Zargon. Zachery Zaltzburg is his name and he is the brother of an ancestor of mine,” Ben said. “If he had stayed on Zargon he would have had a terrible life. The dragonborn are nasty to those who fail to make the transformation.”

“I doubt his life on Farne has been much better,” Miss Templeton said. “There is very little alive on that world.”

“So he’s your grandfather’s brother?” Denzel asked. 

“More like my grandfather’s great-grandfathers great-grandfather’s brother,” Ben said.

“What!” Denzel exclaimed. 

“Watchers live a long time,” Miss Templeton told him. “I myself have been alive for close to a thousand years.”

A look of shock appeared on Denzel’s face, while Ben thought of Mack, the boy who had been his roommate for a short time last fall, but was now the Watcher of Zargon. Mack had been a strange boy, who knew Ben’s secret without being told. He knew Ben was dragonborn and had tricked Miss Templeton so he could go through the portal with Ben. 

“I wonder,” Miss Templeton continued, “if Zachery knows that three Chosen are coming from Earth? After centuries of no arrivals, he may have given up hope.”

At those words the door burst open and Moses barged in. “Four,” he said. “Moses go too.”

“Hello Moses, I wondered how long you would stand outside my door listening to our conversation. Has no one told you that it is impolite to eavesdrop?” Miss Templeton asked sternly.

“I go where Allie go,” Moses said, ignoring Miss Templeton’s question. 

“Yes Moses, but you are from Zargon.” Miss Templeton frowned at the creature she had named Moses less than three months ago. “I wasn’t counting the Zargonians.”

“Zargon not good to brownies. Earth be Moses home now. I be given own name here,” Moses said. 

“I’m not sure you can choose your own world.” Miss Templeton put the pendant she’d been holding back down on the desk. “The rules dictate that the Chosen return to their home world when a quest is over. Their home world is the world they were born on. The only exception to that rule is Ben’s mother, who now calls Earth home because I requested special permission so she can live with her husband and Ben.” 

“Moses need special permission. Earth Moses home. I stay Allie,” Moses said stubbornly.

“We’ll see, but I wouldn’t count on it.” Miss Templeton’s words were accompanied by a shake of her head. “I plan to send you back to Zargon when you return from Farne. If the wrong eyes see you here, there will be too many questions asked about who and what you are.”

“I be more careful,” Moses promised.

“So who all is going to Farne?” Denzel asked.

“There is a larger group than normal going. From Earth it is you, Ben, and Allison.”

“And Moses. Moses from Earth.” 

Miss Templeton frowned at the brownie. “From Zargon, the Guardian has chosen Moses, and Ben’s uncle Zinc. I doubt there will be more Chosen selected, but can’t say for sure there won’t be.” 

“So, the Guardian is sending an old man to look after us?” Denzel asked.

Ben rolled his eyes. “My uncle Zinc is the same age we are, and trust me, we’ll be looking after him.” 

“The Guardian had a good reason for choosing Zinc and you would be wise to remember that, Benjamin,” Miss Templeton said. “I myself would feel better if a graduate was going, rather than four students and a brownie. However, as always, I will trust the Guardian and send those who’ve been chosen.”

“How are we going to find time to research Farne when we have to report to the kitchen every day for detention?” Denzel asked.

A faint smile crossed Miss Templeton’s face. “When you’re not peeling potatoes and washing pots and pans, I expect you to read every book you can find pertaining to Farne. To help you do that, I’ll give you weekends free of detention. The information you’ll find will mostly be from the time before the war, as no one has come or gone from Earth to Farne since then. For now, I suggest you get some sleep in the few short hours that remain. Your detention starts tomorrow and you will need to be up an hour earlier than normal.” 
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Another day is over. It was the same as every other day on this blighted world. Nothing happened. Nothing ever happens. I’m a Watcher with no Chosen to train and no portals to guard. How many years have passed since the last Chosen came to Farne? Better to ask how many centuries. It’s no wonder that I’m half mad. Maybe more than half. No wonder I let the demon out of Sheol just to have someone to talk to. I knew it was a mistake even before I did it, and yet I might do it again, if things continue on the way they have. 

At least, if I let another demon out, it won’t be able to find a way off this world. There is only one gateway left. If one gateway on its own worked, I would use it to escape, and the Guardian could find someone else to be alone on this world. 

The moment I stepped through the gateway, I would likely turn into a pile of ash and blow away in the wind. Zargonians do not normally live eight hundred and fifty-seven years, but what good is an exceptionally long life when there has been so little joy in it?

What a fool I am to write these things down, but what does it matter? By the time you read it, whoever you are, I will be dead.

If you are the next Watcher, then maybe my words will help you as you struggle with unremitting boredom and utter loneliness.

When you write in this journal, I hope there is more to say than I have recorded year after year. For hundreds of years the only thing I have ever written are the words: Today was just the same as yesterday. Nothing happened. 

But today—was not the same as every other day. On this day, I confessed my sin as a Watcher to you, whoever you are. Tomorrow, I will probably tear this page out of the journal and you will wonder what was written on it.

CHAPTER THREE
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Moses sat on a tree branch and looked through a third-story window into the dorm room with its two beds. He wanted to talk with his friend Allison, but couldn’t do it as long as her roommate was there. 

Moses could hear Crystal through the open window going on and on about her favorite subject — boys. 

“Trevor is still interested in being your boyfriend, you know,” Crystal said. 

“Yes, I know. He’s told me several times and so have you.” Allison’s voice betrayed her exasperation. 

Crystal ignored it. “I don’t know why you would choose Ben over Trevor. Ben’s such a dork. I don’t know what he did, but he’s had detention almost every day for over two weeks along with that friend of his. They must have done something really stupid, but no one I ask knows what they did.”

Allison frowned. “Ben is not my boyfriend. We are just very good friends.” 

Moses smiled. He didn’t want Allison to have a boyfriend.  

“And he’s not a dork. There’s more to Ben than you know.” 

Moses could tell Allison about Ben and Denzel’s detention if her roommate would only leave. 

“Trevor’s so cool and he’s really crazy about you. I really, really think you need to give him another chance.”

Allison rolled her eyes. “Don’t you ever give up?”

“No, not when people I care about are making a huge mistake.” 

“Fine, I’ll give Trevor another chance. At least long enough for you to make a play for Daniel,” Allison said. “I’ll do it if you promise to let it drop, if it doesn’t work out.”

“Great. We can sit with Trevor and Daniel for breakfast tomorrow,” Crystal squealed. 

“And we’ll be double dating by supper time,” Allison added dryly.

“Awesome-” Crystal began. She was about to say more, but Allison smacked her with a pillow. 

Crystal picked up her own pillow and was about to smack Allison when Moses darted in and made a face at her behind Allison’s back. 

“Eeek!” Crystal screamed dropping her pillow. “There’s...there’s something out there.” 

“What?” Allison asked. Moses grinned and quickly slipped around to the other side of the tree. Allison would now know that he was outside the window waiting for her. She would tell her roommate to go away so they could talk. 

“Did you see it?” Crystal asked, her voice high-pitched. 

Allison stared out the window. “What exactly did you see?” 

“A face. Kinda human, but more like an ugly ape. Didn’t you see it?”

Moses stopped grinning. “Moses not ugly ape. Moses be brownie, you stupid girl,” he whispered.

“I saw something,” Allison said, “but I can’t say what it was. But I’m sure that whatever it is, shouldn’t be hanging around outside our window. In fact, if there is something out there it should go away right now.” Allison stressed the words ‘go away right now’ as she glared out the window with a disapproving look on her face. 

Moses sat back and waited. He kept whispering, “Go, go, go now,” as if he could telepathically plant the idea into Crystal’s brain that she had somewhere else to be. Finally, when Allison’s back was turned, he moved close to the window again, and when Crystal saw him, he crossed his eyes and showed all of his teeth. 

“Yikes!” Crystal hollered. “It’s back again.”

Moses drew back under a canopy of leaves. Behind Crystal’s back, Allison glared out the window, wagged her finger, and emphatically shook her head. Moses knew he was in trouble with his friend. Allison would likely give him another lecture on how important it was that his presence on earth be kept secret. 

“It’s the same thing I saw before, except this time it was threatening me. It showed all its teeth. I don’t know what it is, or why it’s looking into our window, but I don’t like it. We need to make sure that Miss Templeton knows so something can be done. It’s not safe to let it hang around our school.”

“I’ll be seeing Miss Templeton tomorrow,” Allison said. “I’ll be sure to tell her you believe there’s something outside our third story window making faces at you.” There was a skeptical tone in Allison’s voice that made Moses chuckle. 

“Wait,” Crystal said. “She won’t believe it. She’ll think I’m a ditz. Please don’t say anything to her.”

“That’s probably for the best,” Allison said. 

“I just hope whatever it is, goes away.” 

“Me too.” Allison said loudly as she stared out the window with a look that made Moses’ heart sink. There was no point in trying to talk to her tonight. Allison was in no mood to listen to anything he had to say.

“Not ugly,” Moses muttered quietly. Then more loudly, “Moses be handsome brownie.”

“Did you hear that?” Crystal asked. 

“I can’t say that I did,” Allison said. 

“It sounds like talking outside the window, but I’m sure whatever that was can’t talk.” 

“No, it can’t,” Allison said and walked over to the window and slammed it shut. She then closed the blinds so that Moses could no longer look in. 

Moses ground his teeth and clenched his hands. He thought briefly about banging on the window and telling Allison he was sorry, but decided it might be wiser to talk to Ben instead. Moses climbed down the tree and hid behind it watching for students. When he made sure it was clear, he left the safety of the tree and ran as quickly as he could to hide in a bush behind the boy’s dorm. There was no convenient tree growing outside Ben and Denzel’s window, but their room was on the backside of the building where it was unlikely anyone would be walking at night. He waited until there were no students returning from the castle before running around to the other side of the building. A light was on in the boy’s room so he threw a small rock at the window. It opened and a rope was thrown down. Moses climbed the rope, careful to keep from crossing in front of the window below Ben and Denzel’s room. When Moses climbed through the window, he discovered that only Denzel was there. 

“Where Ben?” Moses asked. 

“In the castle,” Denzel said. “Miss Templeton is letting him look at the diary of past Watchers to see if there is anything to be learned about Farne that can help us.” 

“Why you not with Ben?” 

“Ben and I haven’t been getting along so well since I talked him into taking me for a dragon ride.”

“Dragonborn need transform. Should not be forbidden.” 

Denzel smiled at Moses, “I always did like you. And it’s not just because you happen to have the same name as my favorite uncle.”

“What?” Moses frowned. “Someone else name Moses? Moses be my name.” 

“Lots of people have had the name Moses; just like lots of people have the name Ben.” 

“Oh...” Moses said, disappointed. 

“You share a name with some great people who were important in the fight against slavery.” 

“There be slaves on Earth? There be brownies here?”

“There are no brownies on Earth but you. Nowadays, a slave can look like any student at Fairhaven, but people used to think anyone with dark skin should be a slave. My ancestors were brought to North America to work as slaves.”

“Carters still slaves?”

“None that I know of. Slavery has been banned in the United States.”

“How `bout Canada?”

“It’s banned here too. My parents are part of something called ‘The Moses Project.’” 

“What be Moses Project?”

“My parents and some of their friends work together to help people who are still slaves. People think slavery has ended, but there are millions of slaves around the world. My parents want to put an end to slavery wherever it exists.”

“Denzel’s parents good. Why name Moses Project?”

“Moses was the name of an ancient liberator of slaves. Would you like me to read you the story of how a man named Moses led slaves to freedom?”

“Moses listen.” Moses sat down on Ben’s bed, pulled his feet up, crossed his ankles, and leaned his elbows on his knees. Denzel pulled out the bible his father had given him from the bedside table and read the story of Moses and the children of Israel.

“Moses love story. Read again.”

“Not tonight, but come back and I’ll tell you another story of a famous person named Moses who helped free slaves.” 

“Brownies be slaves. Brownies need promised land. Earth good place. I stay here. Maybe other brownies come. Earth be their promised land.” 

CHAPTER FOUR
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The next morning, Ben got his toast and rolled oats and sat across from Denzel. He left an empty seat beside him for Allison.

“I beat Allie for a change,” he said to Denzel. “She’s usually here by now.”  

“She’s already here,” Denzel grimaced. 

Ben stared at his friend, puzzled. Denzel nodded his head to the right where Allison was sitting beside Crystal across from her former boyfriend. Ben’s heart sank as he watched Allison laughing at something Trevor said. 

Ben’s friend, Mack, who was now the Watcher of Zargon, had predicted that Allison would break up with Trevor before Christmas and she had, but Mack hadn’t foreseen that the breakup would be short lived. 

Ben felt dragonfire come to life in his stomach. He stood quickly and walked over to the cold-water dispenser. He filled a glass and took a drink. When the glass was empty, he filled it again. 

Ben was on his way back to the table when he heard Allison laugh. He stopped where he was and looked toward her. Her eyes met his and she sent him a warm and inviting smile. Trevor Robson’s eyes followed her gaze and he scowled at Ben. Then he turned to his friends and said something that made them all look at Ben and laugh. All except for Allison, who turned and frowned at Trevor. Once again, the heat of dragonfire rose up from deep within Ben. Wisps of smoke were already coming from his nose. To hide the smoke and cool the fire Ben took a drink of cold water as he continued walking towards Denzel. When he put the glass down the water was hot and steam rose from it. 

Ben sat down with his back toward Allison. Every once in a while, he heard laughter from behind him. He couldn’t get over the feeling they were laughing at him. Dragonfire pushed to the surface once more. He forced the fire down and ate quickly. As soon as his food was gone Ben left. When he was out of sight and no one was around he released the dragonfire, scorching the concrete wall in front of him. 

At lunchtime Allison made a point of coming up to where Ben stood in line.

“Why don’t you come and sit with me?” Allison put her hand on Ben’s arm. 

“Are you going to sit with Trevor?” Ben asked.

Allison gave a brief nod.

“I won’t sit with you then,” Ben said. 

“Why not?”

Ben didn’t reply right away. They had reached the food and he filled his plate before speaking. “Trevor doesn’t like me and I think he’s a class "A" jerk. It’s better that I stay away from him. I’d rather not risk doing this to him.” Ben held up a burnt french-fry in his hand.

Allison gave Ben and the french-fry a look of disgust. “Suit yourself.” She turned and went back to where she’d been standing in line with Crystal. As Ben watched Allison walk away, he made up his mind to talk to her about the way he felt. 

Later that day, Ben went to the section of the library forbidden to any student who did not know the true purpose of the school. In this section were books about the off-world experiences of the Chosen who had gone through portals to one of the other five worlds. There were also shelves of books that told the story of Chosen who had come to earth from other worlds to do the work of the Guardian. Not every story was in the library, but a quest was written up when it was thought to be unique, so students could read about the experiences of others before they went through the portal themselves. Graduates came back to the school to do research if they were going to a world they had never been to before. 

Ben found Allison with a book in her hand, in the stacks dedicated to the world of Farne. He stood for a moment and watched her read. She showed no sign of being aware of his presence until he cleared his throat.

Allison looked up and smiled. “Hi Ben, have you come to do research for our trip?”

“Yeah, sure.” Ben picked up a book, although doing research was the furthest thing from his mind. 

“Allison...” he began and then stopped, unsure of what to say next. 

She looked up from the book she was reading. “Yes?” Allison said when the silence stretched on.

Ben could feel his heart beating and his ears getting red. Earlier he’d come up with some clever things to say, but none of them seemed right for this moment in time. He desperately cast about for something to say, but nothing was coming to him. “Have you learned anything new?” he finally asked.

“The Watcher on Earth at the time of Farne’s great war added an addendum to an encyclopedia which says that a Chosen from Earth at the time never returned,” Allison said. “Contact with the Watcher of that world was lost. Earth’s Watcher, Toshihiro Suzuki, was expecting the Chosen to return that day. When Suzuki asked the Guardian about it, the Guardian said the school on Farne was no more. The Watcher was dead and the Chosen were all dead. The Guardian told Suzuki the world of Farne would be in mourning until the time of Re-genesis.”

“I wonder what the Guardian meant by that?” Ben asked. “Do you have any idea?”

“No, but I imagine it has something to do with the renewal of life.” 

“Allison...” Ben began, and then paused.

Allison stopped reading and looked at Ben. “Yes?” she said when he remained silent.

“Allison, I...” Ben started again. The words that he wanted to say would not come. He was afraid. Once they were out, they couldn’t be taken back. If he asked Allison to be his girlfriend everything was going to change. For a long time, he hadn’t been able to talk to her at all. He had felt so shy around this girl he liked. He was afraid of losing the easy friendship they enjoyed following the time they spent together on Zargon. 

“Yes?” Allison prompted. “Look Ben, I know you have something to say. Just say it.”

“What is it with you and Trevor? Is he your boyfriend again or what?” Ben finally blurted out.

“Maybe,” Allison replied.

“But he’s not right for you!” Ben said more loudly than he intended. He didn’t want other people listening in on their conversation. 

“I think I’m the best judge of that,” Allison sounded annoyed. 

“Allison...I...I...” Ben started. It was so hard to get his words out.

This time Allison did not wait for him to finish speaking. “Whether or not Trevor is my boyfriend is my business.”  

“He’s not the one. I...I...I... love you,” Ben said and threw his arms around Allison and drew her close for a kiss. 

Ben had never kissed a girl before and was unsure of how it was done. His kiss was awkward. Not only that, but he was kissing a girl who did not wish to be kissed in the aisle of a library where he didn’t want to be seen by others. 

The kiss did not turn out the way Ben hoped. Allison braced her hands against his chest and pushed back. Ben was shocked at her reaction and let go of her. Allison fell back, hit the bookshelf, and ended up sitting on the floor. Books fell off the shelf and hit her on the head. Ben tried to help her up, but Allison yelled, “Go away and leave me alone,” just as another book fell off the shelf and struck her on the shoulder. 

Ben did what he was told. He ran out of the library, down the steps and out of the castle. Instead of going back to his dorm room he went to the barn and saddled his favorite horse. He liked to ride when there were things on his mind he wanted to think about. Ben thought about the kiss, about how soft and wonderful Allison’s lips felt and about the jolt of electricity that ran through him when their lips touched. And he thought of how he and Allison would never have the same easy friendship again. He was sorry about the loss of their friendship, but not enough to regret that their lips had touched.

In the following weeks, Ben did as Allison asked and left her alone. Well, as alone as possible when they were in all the same classes in a very small school. Anytime Allison looked in his direction, his ears turned red. He was afraid she was comparing his kiss to a kiss from Trevor; afraid she had told her friends and they were all laughing at him. Part of him regretted kissing Allison, and another part wished he could go back in time and do it all over again. 

“What’s with you and Allison?” Denzel asked one day.

“She thinks I’m a jerk,” Ben said.

“Well, yeah, you are, but she’s always been your friend anyway.” Denzel gave Ben a little punch on the arm. “What did you do?”

“Nothing, really.” 

“Come on, Ben. Tell me what happened. I’m your friend.”

“Okay, I tried to kiss her.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“She didn’t want to be kissed.” 

“Ben, buddy, that’s brutal. My heart bleeds for you, but I gotta tell you, you were a jerk. Never kiss a girl unless you’re sure she wants to be kissed and you’re sure that she wants you to be the one to kiss her.”

“Yeah, I know. At least we were friends before. Now we’re nothing.” 

“Okay. This is going to make our trip to Farne extra interesting. You’re not going to be able to avoid talking to each other when we go through the portal.”

Ben punched Denzel in the arm. “We’ll just have to use you as our go-between.” 

“Not a chance,” Denzel said, punching Ben’s arm in return.
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THE WATCHER OF ZARGON
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Mack sat with his elbows on the desk, his head resting on his clasped hands. He opened his green eyes and looked at the door. In a moment there was going to be a knock on it. Mack’s weary eyes had been a pale blue less than three months ago on his home world of Earth. He had come to Zargon uninvited just when this world’s Watcher was dying. With no other suitable candidate, Morton chose Mack to be his successor. In the short period of time since then Mack had been transformed from a frightened child who didn’t understand why he was so different from everyone else, into one of the Guardian’s Six Watchers. 

He had always been an unusual child who’d known people’s secrets without being told. Mack’s uncanny ability to just know had made him distinctly unpopular with his mother’s many boyfriends. He felt a twinge of regret when he thought of his mother. He would likely never see her again. Watchers did not often leave the world placed in their care. 

Since coming to this world Mack had been given power, as well as the memories and accumulated knowledge acquired by every previous Watcher that had been Zargon’s link to the Guardian of the Six Worlds. There were days when the power he’d been given and the knowledge of previous Watcher’s did not seem like enough to guide the people of Zargon. The dragonborn were a challenging race. One of his greatest challenges stood just outside his door and was about to knock.  

Mack sighed and said, “Come in,” a fraction of a second before the knuckles rapped. The door flung open and Zinc Zaltzburg, Prince of Zargon strode in and flung himself in the chair across from Mack without waiting for an invitation. Zinc slouched in the chair and glared at Mack.

“What did you want to see me about this time?” Zinc asked, wisps of smoke coming forth from his mouth. 

“Two things; the first is about Farne. Others have been chosen to go with you.”

At first Zinc looked pleased, then a look of guarded suspicion settled onto his face. “Who’s been chosen? Do I know them?” 

“Most of them, except for Denzel Carter.”

“What World is he from?” 

“Earth. He’s a friend of Ben Taylor, who’s also going.”

“Give me a break.” Zinc slammed his open palm down on the desk. “Not Ben. He’ll just get in my way.”

“The Guardian has good reasons for choosing Ben. For one thing he has experience. It will be his third time off-world and it will be your first.”

“Anyone else?”

“Allison Sims and the brownie who went to Earth to learn to be a healer are also going.”

“Allison is a good choice; but a brownie?” Zinc asked with disdain. “Has a brownie ever been selected before?”

“No, this is the first time a brownie will go through a portal as a Chosen.” 

“I hardly think the brownie is a Chosen. Perhaps the Guardian was thinking of the brownie as a servant for me. As a Prince, I normally have servants who go with me when I travel. Yes, there’s no doubt, the brownie is coming to be my servant.”

“The brownie is not going to Farne to be your servant. Moses is a healer and is being trained by Allison. He has been in the very presence of the Guardian of the Six Worlds, which is more than you or any of the other Chosen on Zargon can say.” 

Zinc didn’t say anything, but the scowl on his face and the smoke coming from his nostrils spoke volumes. Mack knew he didn’t like the fact that a brownie and not a Prince had been with the Guardian in the place beyond time and space.

“Is there anyone else coming to help me rescue my father?” Zinc asked.

“I wouldn’t think of the others as helping you. Those who go with you are your equals and you will need to put aside your differences and work in partnership with them. No one will be there to serve you, but you will have your best chance of success if you serve one another.”

“Uh-huh,” Zinc frowned as he flicked a piece of lint off the sleeve of his jacket.

“Yesterday, another person was chosen from Zargon.”

“Good,” Zinc said. “At least there will be one person I can work with.”

Mack shook his head. “You’ll need to be able to work with everyone.”

“So who is the other person from Zargon?”

“Zoey Zanderson was chosen to go to Farne with you.”

“What? This just keeps getting worse and worse. I can’t imagine anyone less suited. Zoey is pig-headed and can’t keep her opinions to herself. She doesn’t think before she speaks. She doesn’t know her proper place. She...”

“What do you mean she doesn’t know her proper place?” Mack interrupted.

“She is from one of the least important clans and yet she dares to judge a Zaltzburg Prince.” Zinc sat up straight and tall and glared at Mack.

“I understand that your teachers have had to intervene in disputes between yourself and Zoey more than once. Is that because you feel she doesn’t know her place?” 

Zinc stared at Mack in silence for a minute, before dropping his eyes and shaking his head. “She tells lies about me to the other Chosen.”

“Why would she do that?”

Zinc pressed his lips together and stared at the door. Then he fidgeted in his chair and brushed more lint off his jacket. Mack waited in silence. 

“Who knows why girls like her do anything,” Zinc sneered. Then he sighed and spoke in a voice little louder than a whisper. “She calls me a traitor.”

“She knows what you did then?” Mack said. 

Zinc had a bleak look in his eyes and his face was grim as he wrapped his arms around himself to keep his hands from shaking. Moisture gathered in the corner of his eyes as he gave a brief nod.

“I see. You were never going to be able to keep it secret. What you need to do now is make sure people have something else to remember you for.” 

“They will remember me as the Prince who rescued his father and restored him to the throne,” Zinc said, his voice getting louder with each word spoken. “I will...”

“I hope so,” Mack interrupted. “But there is another matter to discuss. Your teachers continue to complain that you are not applying yourself. Just this morning the Physical Education teacher sent a note asking me to speak with you about your refusal to try rope climbing and rappelling down the side of the mountain in your human form. What’s the problem? Are you afraid?”

“I’m not afraid of anything!” Smoke came from Zinc’s mouth with each word spoken. “I just don’t understand why you teach something so useless. It might be worthwhile on Earth, but if a dragonborn wants to go up or down a mountain we transform and fly.”

Mack stared at the older boy and fought against a desire to wipe the sneer off his face. “On another world you could easily be in a situation where you are not able to transform because being seen doing so would cause your mission to fail,” he finally said quietly.

“I can’t imagine a situation like that and I’m not going to expend energy learning something that I’ll never need.”

“Alright, then it’s time for you to leave Stonehaven since you clearly won’t learn what we have to teach.”

“I am learning what I need to. Besides, it’s not your decision to make, I’ve been chosen by the Guardian.” A smug smile appeared on Zinc’s face.

“Yes, you’ve been chosen and I cannot alter that choice no matter how much I might wish to,” Mack said wearily. “But as this world’s Watcher and the Principal of Stonehaven, I can decide who will be a student here.”

“You can’t force a Prince of Zargon to leave this school,” Zinc sneered.

“I can and I will,” Mack said quietly. 

“You have no power over me. I’m a dragonborn Prince and you’re only an Earthling boy.”

“Perhaps, but I’ve been given the gifts and power of a Watcher by the Guardian of the Six Worlds.”

Mack’s eyes flared with a brilliant green light. Zinc closed his eyes against the brightness. 

“Since you are not willing to learn what we have to teach, you can leave this school and come back on the day of your departure,” Mack said as the flare died down. “I will not have you here refusing to learn from Stonehaven’s teachers.”

“Where am I to go?” Zinc asked.

“That
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