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The Enchanted Garden’s Last Hope
Prisha Bohra

“Hello? It is me...Lina?” I woke up suddenly, my heart
pounding as if it had been racing. At first, I thought it was a dream,
but then I heard it again. A soft knocking sound echoed through
my room.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

I sat up slowly, my eyes drawn towards the mirror. The room
was quiet, but it felt different, almost magical.

“Okay, this is strange,” I whispered. I carefully walked to the
mirror and saw green eyes shining like diamonds, and a curious
little face. It was a friendly little Goblin. Just as I stepped closer to
the mirror, it was glowing!

Just then, the Goblin said, “Come on, there is no time to
waste.”

So, I asked him, “Why?”

Then he said, “Come on, I need you.” He looked so desperate
and trusting. So, I jumped in the mirror.

“Whoa!” I gasped in awe.

“Welcome to The Enchanted Garden! I brought you here so
that we can restore its magic,” the goblin said. His name was
Gobby. There were flowers glowing and butterflies fluttering
about. It was truly a beautiful place.

As we walked deeper inside the garden, all the colours, the
glow, all of it was fading away. It was getting darker and gloomier.

After that, we met a flower named Posie. She beamed a smile,
lifted her vines and let us through. Then we met a few pixies. Their
names were Trixie, Daisy and Rosie. They were quite helpful. They
told us about where to go and what to do when we got there.

We had to close our eyes, think positively, and wish for the
garden to get better. We had to wish with all of our might.

After that, surprisingly, we met a capybaral Her name was
Violet. She told us about how if the garden’s magic was balanced,
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everything was very calm, soothing, and peaceful. But if the magic
is not in balance, there will only be chaos and destruction. She was
a very wise capybara.

Next, we met a unicorn! Wow! I know, right?! Her name was
Mia. She had pink fur and a soft rainbow mane. She was so pretty.
She said that if there was no magic, then she and her herd would
not be able to eat the super delicious, hoof-licking cotton candy
plants and they would starve!

In addition to that, we also met a not-so-friendly tiger who
wanted to gobble us up! Ahh! Run! We rushed across the field like
hungty little cheetahs! But we still didn’t lose him. So, we ran to
Sahara Square and bolted up a tree. Phew! That was close!

Take that tiger!

Sadly, we still hadn’t reached the Heart Tree. Luckily, we found
Mia, and she said she’d give us a ride as far as her little hooves
could take her. So, we climbed up on her back and off we went.
We talked the whole way, but finally we were here!

It was way worse than I expected this to be, but I wasn’t going
to give up hope! Then it suddenly started storming badly. I
gathered up all of my courage, ran to the tree, hugged it and
wished with all my might that the magic would come back. Then
Gobby came up and hugged the tree and wished for the same
thing. So did Mia! One by one, everyone was coming up, hugging
the tree and wishing for the same thing. Then suddenly there was a
glow in the tree. The magic came back! Yay! Everyone was so
happy and full of joy.

We cheerfully ran back, crossing Rainbow Bay, Thunder Town,
Sahara Square, Posie Land and many more. It was so fun! I said
goodbye to everyone personally! Then the goblin and I got back to
the mirror.

I said to the goblin while hugging him, “Is this really the end?”

He replied, “Maybe, maybe not.”

I jumped back in the mirror. When I started going back to bed,
in my mirror, I saw Gobby happily walking back home. I smiled
softly. I wasn’t the same person anymore. Before, I was unsure and
hesitant, but now, I know I could be brave when it mattered most.
Maybe some adventures don’t just change the world, they change
you, too.
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The Thelgites
Qais Shuaib

A Thelgite is someone... special. A master of the Thirus Arts.

The Art of Choros lets them teleport.

The Art of Fora lets them slow down time and have telekinesis.

The Art of Fysi lets them control the three major elements.

Benji was a Theama. That meant that he could see little
glimpses of the future. There was one vision that kept repeating in
his head, over and over. In it, he was surrounded by people he
didn’t know. They kept asking him, ‘How can we do it?” Benji
wasn’t sure what ‘it’” was, and he definitely had no idea who the
people were. One of them had a unibrow and pale skin. The other
had dark skin, a small moustache and was very tall. Who were
these people, and why did Benji have so many visions of them?

Benji was walking in the market, when he saw someone
familiar.

“Hey! Mr. Unibrow!” Benji called. The guy turned around.

“I’m Harry. Do I know you?”

“I’'ve seen you! In my visions,” Benji said breathlessly.

“Visions? You’re a Theama?” Harry asked.

“Yes, I, Benji Mane, am a Theama!” Harry continued to walk.
“No, wait! I've seen you so many times! It must be important!”
Harry threw his card at Benji and walked on.

“Well. It’s better than nothing.” Benji shrugged.

That night, Benji had another vision. Harry put a hand on his
shoulder.

“Benji, we have to destroy it.”

“If we destroy it, then he’Il’ll kill us,” the moustached guy
scowled.

“Not if we’re not the ones responsible.”

“You mean we frame someone? That’s terrible!”

Benji woke up panting,.
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“Who’ll kill us if we destroy what?”” Benji wondered as he
rushed out of the house the next morning. Suddenly, another
plague of visions. This time, just words.

“Terra Virtutis,” the vision repeated.

“The Club!?” Benji muttered. He knew where to go.

As Benji entered the club, he saw Helix. Helix was a Nigene.
He could master only one of the Arts. He was touchy about it.
Lately, he would say things like, “not for long,” whenever
somebody brought up the subject.

“Helix!” Benji called. Helix noticed but walked away. As he
moved, Benji noticed

someone familiar.

“Moustache!” Benji yelled.

“Moustache has a name, mullet. Gregory Blante,” he grunted.

“Benji Mane.”

“Well?”

“Just... follow me,” Benji grumbled.

“Why? I don’t even know you.”

“But I know you. I've seen you in my visions.”

“Visio- WHAT? You’re a Theamar”

Benji called Hatry to meet him in the market.

“Harry. Meet Gregory,” Benji said, moving aside. A look of
anger and terror crossed Harry’s face.

“You...” he hissed.

“Me,” Gregory smirked.

“You’re the people in my vision,” Benji said, ignoring the looks
of horrid recognition on

their faces.

“Don’t trust him. He’s a Thelgite.” Harry gulped.

“I’m a Nigene,” Gregory scoffed.

“Well... b-back to my vision, you,” Benji pointed at Harry,
“were all, ‘We gotta destroy it.” Before you ask, I don’t know what
it is. Then Gregory said, ‘If we do, he’ll kill us.” Oddly, you said
‘he’ll’ll, not ‘he’ll.” Suddenly, a look of fear shot across Gregory’s
face.

“Heil is what I call Helix. I must’ve been saying, ‘Heil'll’. But...
what does Helix have to do with it?”” Suddenly, there was a loud
flash of lightning. But rather than coming from the sky, it was
coming from inside the North Mountain.
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Gregory brought them to the North Mountain by shifting the
earth. There was a haunting blue light in the centre of the cave. A
figure was digging frantically.

“Helix!” Benji yelled.

“Benjamin. Y-y-you s-said I wasn’t a Thelgite. Now I will be
one.” His left eye was twitching uncontrollably. “H-have you heard
of The Thelgite Star? Well, look no fu-further.” He took a
gleaming gemstone out of the earth. “F-feel it’s p-power?” The
light of the gemstone reflected off his crazed eyes. He held it high,
then enclosed it in his palm. It disappeared into him and
reappeared at his feet. There was a blinding flash of light. When
the light dimmed, Helix stood up straight, gazing at his hands in
awe. “I feel the power. The Thirus Arts. Mine! No one else can get
it from this stone again!”’

“Destroy it!” Hatry bellowed and leapt at the gem. Helix
clicked his fingers, and thick vines covered it.

“Time to show my power to the world!” Helix said, flying
away. Gregory shot out a white blast of flames. The vines
dissolved.

“Benji, we have to destroy it,” Harry said in a grim tone.

“If we destroy it, then Heil’ll kill us,” Gregory grunted.

“Not if we’re not the ones responsible,” Benji said slyly.

“You mean we frame someone? That’s terrible!” Gregory
snapped.

“No... we destroy it using your fire.” He nodded at Gregory,
who shot out a blast of fire at the gem. Nothing,.

“Only a Thelgite can destroy it., Harry scowled.

“Then we trick Helix into breaking it,” Benji scoffed. The earth
moved once again. When they surfaced, they found Helix floating
above them.

“You stole it. Put it back.” He snapped.

“No.”

“I’'m warning you...” He shot a spear of ice. Benji used the
gem as a shield. It cracked slightly. Helix faltered. He straightened
his back and shot out a blast of fire carefully. Benji blocked it
again. It cracked even further, a light leaking out of it.

“You’ll pay for that” Helix rasped. He shifted the earth under
them, trapping them in mud. Unluckily for Helix, the gem went
under the mud as well. The dirt seeped into the gemstone through
the cracks. Gregory shifted the earth, freeing them from the grip,
revealing the greyed gem. Helix slowed time momentarily,
swooping down to grab it. The gem burst into flames at his touch,
removing all of his power. Time returned to normal.
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“See, the gem teleports out of your hand the second you
become a Thelgite, because the touch of one destroys it,” Harry
explained smugly. Helix scowled at them before collapsing to the
ground.

Story Studios Australia | The Character Code



The Weirdest House on Cook Street
Maya Alfonso Swain

T’was the night before Christmas and Santa was coning, but what conld
have

stopped him once and for all?

Thirty days before Christmas...

There was a city called Big. Most things were big, except for a
few on Cook Street. The houses were small huts made out of
leaves, twigs and flowers. No one knew who lived there, no one
saw who lived thete, no one dared to ever touch that street.

Twenty days before Christmas...

The houses were decorated and the verandab was clean with a table and
some

cookies with milk_for Mr Santy-Clans. Most people usually leave the
milk and cookies for

Santa to eat, but this year milk was disappearing and cookies
were gone, with only

crumbs left. Decorations are disappearing as well, with only
glitter as a trace. People

follow the glitter, only to get led to Cook Street.

Fifteen days before Christmas...

Kids are acting nicer, more pleasant and lovely in hope of a present from
old Saint Nick,

but where were the decorations to impress him 1o the max? 1 walked
across to cook

street and here’s what I saw: fairies galore, with tiny Christmas
hats and the decorations

from my own back yard! I sat there gaping with my mouth
hung wide, I was bound to tell

my friends.
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Fourteen days until Christmas...

“I swear I saw them, I sweat!”

“Fairies? Pah! Who would be seeing fairies? Hmm? You know
who? Little, tiny

babies.” That was the worst bully in the whole entire school,
James Kyle.

“Ha ha, Claire’s a real baby, Claire’s a real baby!” The class
chanted in my face. 1

couldn’t hold it anymore, my friend Zoe had noticed too.

Thirteen days before Christmas...

The sky was dark and little, tiny elves swarmed around the factory.
Making all the little toys and preparing everything, but why are they getting
ready when there is nothing? Me and my friend Zoe raced to Cook
Street, and there again the fairies looked at us, then signalled us in.
Before you could say banana, we were in the fairies village.

Twelve days before Christmas...

The fairies are so nice and friendly! I wonder why people don’t like them?’
I wondered as I woke up in my own be... wait, what? In my bed? I
got up and went to get the mail from the mailbox, and guess what?
The Christmas catalogue wasn’t in the mailbox! Kids were also
wondering what in the world happened because twelve days before
Christmas we got the catalogue but today it was different. Fairies
were interfering with Christmas.

Eleven days before Christmas. ..

Elves were lurking at each and every street looking carefully to put who to
put on the list. Fairies were definitely on the naughty list. Me and
Zoe went to the wood to discuss our plan in privacy.

“The fairies like us and accept us as friends... so we go straight
in then we wait till they go to sleep, and grab our Christmas
decorations,” I quickly whispered to Zoe.

Eight days till Christmas...

It has been days since the fairies were out but today, they were
there outside their houses, and when they saw us, they signaled us
in. Suddenly we were in a fairy village where dragonflies were
everywhere.

“Claire look! The decorations!” I ran then stopped. I thought,
“If fairies are nice, why are they stealing our decorations? Should I ask them? 1
probably think Zoe thought that as well.
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We looked at each-other and walked back to the fairies, and
Zoe asked, “why did you guys steal our Christmas decorations?”
The fairies looked at us.

“We never got Christmas presents and we always wanted to
celebrate. Back a decade ago, we went to your town hall to ask
them if we could do it too. They said no and we were furious, so
we decided to get revenge by cancelling this Christmas.”

Six days until Christmas. ..

As the shopping spree started to get Christmas presents, what was the
point of doing it becanse was there going to be a Christmas any way? We
woke up in the fairies village and we decided to help.

“We are going to have to get in trouble!” I exclaimed. “Who’s
with me?”

“We arel” yelled the fairies.

“The plan is that we are going to convince town hall to make
Christmas fair for every-one!” Zoe yelled.

Two days before Christmas. ..

Once me and Zoe had made the plan, we went to pick up the
fairies before we went to school and walked to the town hall. The
doors were big and had a large metal doorknob. We walked in with
the king of all the fairies. Soon we were inside and the mayor was
sitting right there.

“What do you need and be quick about it ‘cause 'm busy.’

“Well, these fairies haven’t had a good Christmas since you
came so you need to make

this fair for them, because it’s been a decade since they could
celebrate Christmas

without cowering in their little mushrooms!” The mayor just
sat there with his face as stern as ever.

“I’ll think about it. Now get to school!” he yelled and shooed
them off.

5

Christmas.

Ran out to the check the mailbox and a Christmas hat was
stuffed inside the mailbox with a little note: “Thank_youn. From the
fairies. 1 looked over to my friend’s house from right across the
door. She was grinning widely as she put on her bright red
Christmas hat. I knew that life would never be the same because
we both shared a secret. Fairies.

Boxing Day.
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After the long Christmas day, the family always needs a rest from festive
celebrations. After Christmas, the fairies never needed to go into
their little mushrooms again. Soon the mayor directed some
builders to build little houses for the fairies. Now and forever the
fairies and humans will live happily ever after together and have
many Christmas parties ahead to celebrate.
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G and J’s Angelic Rescue Squad
Joanna Francis

My name is Gerald and today I got orders from the BIG G
(take that Jerome), that 1 have to go visit my human, which is a big
deal because taking care of a human is a uge responsibility. Can
you believe it? God thinks I’z capable. And with that privilege
comes the transportation portal, which is beside me. Basically, it’s a
huge black hole that can transfer me anywhere just by me thinking
where I want to go. So, I step in and am greeted by a cold gust of
wind. Good, that means it’s working well, that’s what I heard from
the senior angels.

“Hello Jerome”, I said, rolling my eyes. Jerome is my enemy
because he’s an obnoxious twit. I mean, he’s the type of guy who’d
turn water into...slightly wetter water. He’s the type of guy who’d
mess up a miracle and call it character development. You know
what I mean.

“So, you’re running an errand for God?”

“No, I have a human, Jerome.”

“If God assigned yo# a human then they wust be a troubled
soul.” I didn’t respond. The pitch-black portal rotated, giving me a
glimpse of Jerome’s sour expression, his upturned nose, sleek black
hair, chocolate brown skin with piercing black eyes and his six
wings flapping as though they could take the weight of his swollen
head.

Whoosh! thud My surroundings whizzed past me, #hud It seemed
like I was in a mortal person’s house and a very depressing one
indeed. The walls were grey and the lighting was very poor. So
poor that the house was swallowed in darkness and there was a
faint smell of rats. In front of me was a long mirror hung on the
wall. I approached the mirror and almost fainted when I saw what
was looking back at me. I had fair skin and blonde hair. I was
humanised. Then I heard a familiar voice.

“What is this dump?”
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“Jerome, what are you doing here?!” my voice was full of
surprise.

“Oh, you're here,” he said with a certain obnoxiousness. He was
also in his human form with brown hair in a perfect mullet and a
tan.

I took one look at him and said, “Nope, I’'m not putting up
with you.”

“God sent us here to get along with each other. I mean that’s
the only reason I’'m here so don’t expect me to be #ice 0 yon.”

“Great,” I said sarcastically. “So, where’s the human?” Just
then, we heard a loud ZZZZ7.

“I guess we found him,” I said.

“I was right. He is a troubled soul,” Jerome said, and we went
upstairs.

“Yo dude, nap time’s over,” Jerome yelled.

“What th-" the human yelped as he sat up. “Who are your Get
out!” He had a mixtute of confusion and fear on his face, mostly
fear.

“Wait, wait, we’re well, I here to help you,” I said urgently.

“Get out!” The human said, his face turning purple.

“But we’re supposed to help you because you’re making a deal
with the devil.”

“What, how do you know that?” he said, his eyes narrowing.

“Never mind that,” I said.

“Hmm, ok you can stay,” he said smirking.

“What, really?” I said, gulping.

“Yeah. In fact, you can help me.”

“WHAT! I bellowed. “Uhh, we’re not allowed to do that.”

“It’ll be fine”, the human said.

“It really won’t be,” I replied anxiously.

“Too bad,” he said, “you don’t have a choice.”

“Jerome, help,” I said as the human dragged us by our hands
down the stairs.

“You got us into this mess,” Jerome said, shrugging.

“You are so useless, emphasis on useless.”

“Here,” the human said, “now we have to chant the words.”

“Fi fie fo, [i fie fo,” the human chanted. BANG! A man with a
black cape and tight looking pants appeared.

“My mastet, you come again,” the human said.

“What were you thinking when you decided to put #hat on?”
Jerome said.

“Hey, don’t question my fashion choices,” Satan said.

“With clothes like that it’s hard not to,” Jerome said with sass.
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“You’re just asking to be cursed,” Satan said.

“And you’re just asking to be Jeromed.”

“Jeromed?” Satan, the human and I said in unison.

“Anyway. Let’s get to business,” the human said.

“Not on my watch you’re not. Human, remember you are
capable of doing good,” I said.

“Not really,” Jerome said.

“Not helpful,” I hissed.

“Bah doing good is useless,” Satan said, waving his hand
carelessly and smashing a

vase in the process.

“Jerome, do you remember what our angel training said to do
in a situation like this?

They said to sacrifice our place in heaven so that our human is
safe from Satan.”

“Nuh uh, I'm not giving up my beauty and power for hin. 1
don’t know about you, but I think he’s kind of a lost cause,”
Jerome said.

“Satan, we have an offer,” I said.

“You have an offer,” Jerome corrected.

“What?” the human said, looking panicked.

“Silence,” Satan demanded. “Yesss?”” Satan said
enthusiastically, looking at me.

“I’m willing to sacrifice my powers, if you leave our human
alone,” I said.

“S...sir,” the human stammered.

“Alright, I accept, on one condition. You transfer all your
powers to ME, HAHAHA,” Satan

laughed evilly.

“Dude you gotta fix your laugh,” Jerome said, looking
disgusted.

“Oh right, I suppose I should also warn you that you will
become mortal when you lose

your powers,” Satan said.

“Wait, I’ll do it,” Jerome said.

“But it’s permanent,” I said, stunned.

“Yeah, but somehow I’'m more handsome in my human form,”
he said.

“Very well,” Satan said. BANG!

“Wow, this is so cool,” Jerome flexed his muscles.

“We saved the human?” I said, confused.

“You sure did. You know what, you guys should start a
business rescuing humans. You
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can name it Losers and co.,” Satan said.

“Or we can call it G and J’s angelic rescue squad,” I said.

“Great. I'll send customers your way,” Satan said, smirking
mischievously.
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Lost in the Rubble
Charlotte Suckling

The laughter of children drifts in the air as they chase the
dancing leaves. The sun glistens in the baby-blue sky, making me
squint. Brick houses bring satisfying shade. My long, hazel hair
sways along my waist. A smile spreads across my face. Joy.

The gentle stream flows down the hillside. The meadows are
covered in flowers that sway in the soft breeze. The everlasting
dusty blue mountains surround the village like a mysterious gate.
Mother refuses to tell me about the things that happen beyond the
mountains, but rumours spread like disease, so I'll find out anyway.

I lay in the dandelions, unaware of children dropping their
flower chains and running home. Then I see a black speck in the
sky, gradually getting bigger. No, not a speck, a bomb. A high-
pitched whistling noise starts to make my ears ring.

Boom.
Everything goes black.

Blood-curdling screams of people surround my ears. The
repetitive noise of banging makes my stomach churn. But I keep
my eyes glued shut, I don’t want to know what’s on the other side
of my eyelids.

Sounds fade away. I think it’s safe. My eyes flutter open.
Everything is dull and lifeless. I kick through the rubble. A sudden
scream from across the horizon forces air out of my lungs. I look
down, Mum’s pocketknife. I grasp it in my hands. Home. Or
what’s left of it. I run. To the shrivelled-up and weathered wooden
shed in the field blanketed with dandelions. I cling to my knife.
Sweat slithers down my neck. Bang. Fear blinds me, I clench onto
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my knife a little tighter after all, it is the only thing I have left of
home. I turn around and around. The walls block my every move.
Run - my family’s favourite word. It is engraved on my knife. It is
my door to memories that replay in my head. It is the only reason I
keep trying. Bang. There it is again. I try to think of something else.
But all that does is blind me to the endless dangers.

Bang.
Hide.

As I scrabbled my way behind the shelf, I felt something, a
doorknob. I turn it and throw myself in. Only when I look up, I
realise that I am not alone. I stare at her, then at my grazed knees,
then back at her. Her little eyes shake with fear, her sweet emerald
eyes. Her shrivelled-up dress blends in with the undeniable feel of
loss. Meanwhile, her tattered hair sways across her face. Thick,
flaky chunks of dirt and decay ripple across her cheeks; even in this
dim lighting, I can still see salty drips streaming down her face.

Bang. My heart jumps, making me fall next to the girl. A sudden
whimper is snatched from her lips. I press my hand over her
mouth. Furious German words bounce against the walls. She
whimpers again, so I shove her into my chest. I feel the trickle of
tears tumble down my nice top. The voices fade and flutter away.
Finally, she settles down, and her body stops quivering. She looks
up at me with her now red eyes and whispers.

“Where’s my mum?” Until she crumbles again and continues

crying.

A few days have passed. The girl’s name is Eva. She refuses to
tell me about how she got here or about her family. We walk
through meadows covered in an icy blanket of frost. I hold Eva’s
small hand in mine. I flinch every time there’s a rustle in the leaves.
She stops, gtips my hand, hard. A painful yelp is snatched from my
cold lips. She looks up, and so do I. We are being followed.

Two tall men approach us, looking angry. Eva tugs at my
sleeve, urging me to run, but I can’t; I am frozen with fear, selfish
fear. The men walk up to us, then grab Eva’s arm. I do nothing.
They hit her, making her screech with pain. I do nothing. They
drag her away, leaving a trail in the frost. I do nothing. Then I do
something, I walk... away.
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I amble along the frosted stream thinking that I could or
should have tried to save her. Uniformed men approach me, I
don’t care. I hold up my hands in surrender, and they place a note
in my hands. They need more help; they must be desperate. I'm
now helping the enemy.

Ilook down at the gun that was given to me by one of the
men. Sweat from my palms runs down the trigger, even though it’s
close to snowing. The rush of guilt slaps me in the face. I am red
from shame, pain and fever. Then I hear her. Her little brown
locks flutter on her face. She looks up and sees me. I try to avoid
eye contact, but I know that she is pleading for help and mercy
with her sweet, emerald eyes.

Slap! T fall to the ground, hard. But the soft, cold snow stops
the rush of pain. A big, sturdy hand digs into my shoulder and
raises me to my feet. They grab my gun and aim it at her. I have to
shoot her. I look around as the others are mouthing that they have
no morte bullets. They huddle around me, smirks smeated all over
their shifty faces.

3,2,1...

I spin around like lightning and point our ticket out of here at
their heads. One of them steps forward. BANG. Then another.
BANG. Until the last one is standing. He lunges towards her,
making her scream. He has a gun. I don’t take any chances.
BANG. I miss and get his leg, the bullet rips through his pants,
snatching a scream from his lips. I ensure he can’t get back up, so I
do it again. BANG.

I hold Eva’s hand in mine as we walk down the frosted
meadow. Then she stops and looks up at me with her sweet,
emerald eyes, making me feel vulnerable and says, “Thank you,
Ruby.”
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The Long Way Home
Aelia Ibrahim

Kitty the cat was busy drinking his milk from a bowl while
watching his favourite television show. He loved playing ping pong
and dreamed of becoming a famous ping pong player one day.
Sometimes he thought the world he lived in was not good enough
for him. Yawn. He wished that a portal would appear in his house,
one that could take him to a new world where he would finally
become famous.

The next morning, Kitty made himself a cup of coffee.
Suddenly, he froze and dropped the cup. Smash. A glowing portal
stood in the middle of his kitchen. Kitty stared in amazement.

“You may choose to go or stay,” said the portal. Kitty did not
hesitate. The portal told him that if he went through it, he would
become a famous ping pong player in a new world.

“Be careful what you choose,” warned the portal.

Kitty ignored the warning and jumped in. P/gp. He landed on
the floor and quickly realised that the new world looked exactly the
same as his old one. His house was identical. On the first day,
nothing felt different at all. On the second day, however,
everything changed. Animals surrounded him, taking pictures and
asking endless questions. Kitty began to regret his decision and
wished he could return home, but he had no idea how.

The following day, Kitty put on a disguise so he would not be
recognised. While walking outside, he noticed a dog approaching
him. Kitty froze and did not look back, but the dog only licked
him.

‘Wow, I guess dogs are not so bad after all,” Kitty thought.
Kitty realised that he liked almost everything about his new world,
except being famous. That surprised him, because fame was all he
had ever wanted. With a sigh, he wished he could return to his
normal life.

One week later, Kitty was still trapped in the new world.
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“That is, it. I have to leave this place,” Kitty said sadly. As he
walked, he came across a pool. Kitty hated pools because of the
cold water and the wet feeling. He hesitated, then remembered the
dog he had faced earlier.

“Maybe I can just dip my toe in,” he said. He stepped into the
water. “Ah, cold, cold, cold,” Kitty cried, then paused. “Wait a
minute, this is not cold at all.” Kitty smiled. “I should swim more
often.” As he continued walking, he quietly said that he wanted to
g0 back to his own world. A bunny overheard him and hopped
closer.

“I can take you to a place where you can begin a hard journey,”
said the bunny. “It

is the only way home.”

“Deal,” Kitty said excitedly. The bunny led him to a strange
place and then stopped.

“Be careful,” the bunny said, before disappearing into thin air.
Kitty felt anxious but kept walking for days and nights. He ate fruit
from the trees and drank from the ponds along the way. “This is
not so bad,” he thought. Suddenly, he spotted a tail and walked
closer. A dog stepped out from behind a tree.

“Hi,” said Kitty, sadly.

“Hi,” replied the dog. “I am Milo.”

“I am Kitty. Why are you herer” Kitty asked.

“I got stuck and cannot find my way out,” Milo said.

“Maybe you can come with me,” Kitty said.

“Good idea,” Milo replied.

The two new friends travelled together until they reached a
wobbly bridge stretched across a deep cliff. Carefully, they stepped
onto it, but the bridge collapsed. They both fell, and Kitty just
managed to grab the edge.

“Oh no, my paw is slipping,” cried Milo.

“You have to let go,” Milo said. “When you cross the bridge,
you will see a diamond. Throw it on the ground, and a portal will
appear. Jump into it, and you will be home.”

Kitty shook his head. “I cannot.”

“Just do it,” Milo said gently. With tears in his eyes, Kitty let go
of Milo. He crossed the bridge, found the diamond, and threw it
onto the ground. A portal appeared, and Kitty jumped through it.

Kitty woke up in his kitchen. He was finally home. He missed
Milo deeply, but he was grateful to be back in his own world.
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The Magical World
Tipa Kruachottikul

This is Tom. He lives in The Magical World. This world is only
for witches and wizards or people who have power. Every day, he
goes to Flora school. It is a wizard school. Every day, he is teased
by his classmates.

One day, they said, “This dumb guy’s coming back to school.”
When he goes home, he reads piles of books. But what the
classmates don’t know is that Tom is the strongest wizard in the
world.

One day, Tom woke up early. He went outside. He used his
magic wand and cast out a spell from 7:00 to 8.30 in the morning.
There is a rule that if you are still in bed after 8.30, there will be a
big consequence. When it was 8.30, Tom’s friends who teased him
were still asleep. Tom said, it is time for the consequence. Tom
cast out a spell that gave them a horror nightmare every day; even
when they’re not sleeping, they will get heavy headaches. Tom’s
not only the number one wizatrd in the world, but he’s also the
wizard who can control people and the whole world.

Tom decided to move to the human world.

His mum warned him, “Don’t use magic there, and don’t show
your magic wand.”

“Ok”, said Tom. Tom went into the deep, dark forest. It was
the only path to make it to the human world. Tom walked for
seven hours and stopped for a little break. He heard loud noises.

“Oh no!” Tom said. Tom is scared of the dark. Tom ran, and
as soon as he hit the darkness, he got out a tent. Tom slept for
twenty minutes and woke up. He saw a poster that said:
CAUTION BEWARE OF BEAR/

As soon as he finished reading the poster, Tom spotted a
brown giant bear. The giant, growly bear was right in front of him.
When the bear went away, his mum called.

“A hunter is coming for you who killed your great-
grandfather.”
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“Ok,” said Tom. They said the only path is dying or running as
fast as you can to the human wotld. Tom chose to go to the
human world. Tom ran to where only a wizard and a witch could
enter. It was a shortcut to the human world. Tom walked and saw
a big purple portal. There was a warning sign: Yowu might not make
the whole portal, or you niight end up in a dangerous world!”

On the left side there was another portal, but this one is one
that it leads back to The Magic World. He asks himself, ‘Should 1
g0 to the human world, or go back to my world?” He finally made a
choice. He went to the right side, the portal that led to the human
world. When Tom jumped into the portal, he saw a big
playground. Twenty minutes later, he made it. Then, he jumped
into another portal. It teleported to a lake. Across the road, there
was a party. There were so many humans and stores. The first
store he went to was 7-Eleven. He had never seen so many snacks
and food before. In the Magical World, there were only wizard
snacks. The snacks are only for wizards and witches. If you’re not,
you might get brain damage. Tom walked on the street. He saw a
box that said: TREE PUPPY”. He grabbed the puppy and ran as
fast as he could. In a lonely street with no people, he looked at the
puppy. He knew what her name could be. He said softly, “Snow”.
The puppy was white and super cute.

They walked together for a while, when Tom saw a mall. They
said, “No pets allowed.” He hid the puppy in his coat and walked
past the security guard. When they came out of the mall, there was
a parade. Snow and Tom walked past. He came to a little house.
There were no people in there, so he decided to rest. Tom called
his mum and showed her the puppy. She said it was not a normal
puppy. It was a magical puppy.

“What can it do?” asked Tom.

“It depends on the species,” replied Mum. Tom scanned on his
magical scanner. It is a scanner that can tell you what kind of
power something has. It said the puppy has the ability to change
into anything. Invisibility and lightning speed!
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Kidnapped by the Royals
Medha Komalan-Kunhambu

My name is Naia Tidecrest, and I live in a world where your
blood type is the most important thing. My blood type is Lunartide
blood. It’s the strongest blood type in the world, only to be
countered by Solarblaze blood, as they both have the ability to give
life back to their owner.

Legend has it that long before time even existed, there were
two spirits named Moon and Sun. They were the two most
powerful celestial beings out there. Then one day, a powerful dark
force attacked, trying to destroy all peace for reasons unknown. To
defeat this darkness, they joined forces, and this burst of power
created life. As a protection over life, they decided they would both
rule allocated times of the day to make sure life was never without
light. And it was said that in two million years, two children chosen
by Moon and Sun will come to protect life once more in the form
of two children with celestial blood types, Lunartide and
Solarblaze.

That was supposed to be me and some other random kid. At
least it’s supposed to be me and someone else 7/ the legend is true.
But that’s not what’s important to me. What is important to me is
that I can protect those whom I love.

Today is my sixteenth birthday. Though many people may
think this is a great milestone in life, we, the people of Abiectus
(the place where the castaways live), know much better. In three
days, they were going to take me away. Away from my family and
my very few friends. You see, once a year, on June 15, the royal
delinquents of Ember City (also known as the Golden Kingdom)
kidnap one sixteen-year-old girl in Abiectus to be their servant.
This year, it was my turn. I knew this because eatlier this month,
my family received a message saying that I had been chosen to be
taken away. They used to take boys for stable work, but one year, a
boy almost blew up the stables (fantastic job to him). So now they
only take gitls. I am glad for that, though, since I have six brothers
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and I can’t stand the thought of them having to work as stable
hands. Anyway, the blow of being kidnapped was even worse for
my family and me than for most people. This is because I’'m one of
the leaders of a spy agency called SSPA (Secret Spy Protecters of
Abiectus). I mean, if I look at it from a different angle, it’s not a
terrible thing that I'm leaving for Ember, because I can spy on the
royals, figure out their weaknesses and find out a way to take them
down. Or at least that’s what I have been telling myself.

“Honey, you have to get ready for work now, or youll be late,”
Mum calls from downstairs. We’ve been trying to avoid the fact
that I’'m going to be taken away from home in three days.

“Alright, Mum,” I yell back. I quickly chuck on a random outfit
and run down the stairs.

“Good morning.”

“Morn-in’.”

“Morning, Sis.”

“Morning.” There is chaos in the kitchen as my eleven siblings,
mum and dad all surround me.

“What’s up?” I ask, responding to their excited expressions.

“So, don’t get mad, because I know we agreed not to talk about
your sixteenth, but we had to get you something.”

“No, you didn’t,” I replied stubbornly

“Of course we did,” my older triplet brother said. “Now stop
complaining and accept

your gift.”

I gently took the beautiful white box from my dad. I opened it
slowly and when it was completely open, I drew in a gasp. Inside
was a beautiful white gold locket with SSPA’s logo engraved on it.
1 felt tears well up in my eyes as I opened the locket, inside of it
was a beautiful picture of all my family and friends standing on the
seashore, my favourite place in Abiectus.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

“Don’t get emotional now,” my eldest brother said, sniffling.

“I can’t help it,” I snap at him. Our entire family tears up, and
we share a giant hug. This is why I don’t want to leave them
behind, for moments like these that T know I won’t be able to
share with them once I'm gone. Curse those royal delinquents.

I head outside to go to work. There, my show boss, Laura (I'm
her boss in SSPA), envelopes me in a big hug.

“I’ll miss you,” she says, tearing up.

“I’ll miss you too,” I reply, hugging her back. Laura is an
incredibly powerful healer. Her blood type is Vellichor, a nature
type. It gives her the ability to heal any wound within a week
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(max). We head inside the bakery and walk down to the cellar,
which is where the leaders of SSPA meet. When we attive, most of
them have already arrived and it’s quite loud. I take my place at the
front of the room, hushing everyone.

“As you all know, I only have three days left in Abiectus. So, I
must find a new leader for SSPA. Now this was an extremely hard
decision to make. So, I have chosen four of you. One for each
element, each of you outstanding in one patticular category. I
would now like to invite up Laura for Earth, Aran for Water, Niran
for Fire and Aria for Air. Next, I would like to tell you all how
much I will miss you in the city. You have always been like a
second family to me. And I’'m going to miss you more than you
could ever imagine,” I started to tear up. “So, I want to thank you
for being one of the best parts of my life, you are all so amazing
and you are the ones who inspired me to become who I am now.
And with those words, I am sad but also reassured to say that I,
the Eagle, has fallen”
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To: Kristal, Subject: Choice
Audrey Ng

I sit down on my white wheely chair, ready for work and
whatever comes next. In my email, there are 756 new emails, and I
click on the app, ready for all the boring emails to be read. Must.
Get. Through. All. These. Mails. Wow. 756 emails in less than 24
hours! Is it a wotld mail record? Anyway, I have about 246 emails
left, and half of them were just big discounts and sales at local
stores like Woolworthy and Close. My children, Willow and Luna,
are ready for school. I sigh deeply and call Dave to drive them to
school.

“Sotry, Mum, I have a day off! I'm going to Nina Mall to buy
groceries! And I’'m coming

back at 10pm!” Dave shouts. I roll my eyes as Willow and Luna
hop into the green shiny car, their car seats tightly buckled up to
the seat. I look back at Luna and Willow when Luna’s eyes become
watery.

“Mum, do you miss Dad?” Luna mumbles sadly, her eyes all
watery. I look down at her and smile slightly.

“Oh, of course I do, Luna.” I verified quickly. I don’t know
why Luna would bring up that

topic. “Anyway...” I turn to face the car when a small hand
taps me repeatedly. I whip

around, seeing Luna staring at me once again.

“Mum-" Luna starts to say, but I do the ‘do not talk back,
young lady’ glare at her.

“We have to go to school now, kids, I have hard work to do.” I
say and immediately

remember the emails. I’d lose my job if those weren’t read by
today! “Come’n, put on your

seatbelts.” The gitls listen to my command, and we drive off on
our way to Jolly Junior.
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192 more messages! And weirdly enough, on the 191st email, it
was sent from Unknown. I opened it and I was shocked by what I
read.

“To: Kristal Munningpa

From: Unknown

Hi Kristal,

This is a small message to say that Luna and Willow are in
danger.

They are risking their lives for you to finish these emails.

I am here to warn you.

-Unknown’

What did Unknown mean by risking their lives? Surely this was
a prank. Then a video was sent from the same person. It was of
Luna and Willow, screaming, scared. The next scene was of Luna
and Willow playing happily during recess, and as soon as the bell
rang, a dark figure came up behind them and snatched them. “Why
aren’t the school gates tall enough?’ I angrily thought, my fists
beginning to curl up. I then click to the next video, which was of
them now chained up to a wall, and now I knew what Unknown
meant. And that also meant either save my kids or finish my
emails, so I don’t get fired from my good job. And one thing that’s
for sure; I can NEVER choose...

I quickly finished reading the rest of the emails because I
couldn’t really lose my job, my status in this town is very low. After
I finished reading ALL the emails, I ran out the door, grabbing a
jacket since it’s five degrees outside. I hop into my car and drive
off, to the address, 976 Fun Ave, which was sent in the email five
minutes later, and park in a nearby shopping centre. I hear faint
screams and my heart thumps hard and repeatedly as I run to the
abandoned building the scream came from and kick open the door.
There was Luna and Willow, breathless, chained to the dark brick
wall, and T realised I was too late. I had lost my youngest children,
just like I had lost my husband, George. I stood up, and there was
a familiar face. They had freckles and brown hair with light eyes
that shone in the light. I looked at them properly. My heart
suddenly stopped and thumped with excitement; it was George!
My George! I remember his big smile, his hazel eyes, and his
freckles that covered most of his face. The smell of his jumper
from his favourite store.
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“George!l” I cried, hugging him. “Oh, I missed you so much.” 1
slowly stepped back and realised it’s not George but a murderer
who was famous for... murdering.

“I gave you a choice, Kristal,” he muttered in a deep voice.
“But you still rejected. And now, your children must pay for this.
Without thinking about Luna or Willow, I turned around and tried
to run to the entrance of the warehouse, but before I could scream
for help, it all went BLACK.
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Ash. Iron.
Oskar Martin

The red sun fell. Ash and sand saltating across the Hamada.
The wind whistling through bedrock canyons. Rock crackled
underfoot as silhouettes drifted in the dying light. The troop red
from sunburn and fever; the days of walking, now a sluggish
march. Machines hazy in the distance. A low boom echoed
through the battlefield, sending soldiers to the ground. The war
was old, closing on its seventieth year. Once luscious landscapes
turned to barren tracts. The troop breathed heavily, the sand
settling as soldiers lumbered to their feet. The blackened shapes in
the distance, tall, shot beams into the scarlet. Humans were not
used in battle any longer; the actors upon the battlefield are now of
a much lower maintenance level.

The war was slow, the once fierce combat now devoid of
vigour. The main powers, unable to sustain the economic toll from
the trillions sunk into the machines, now at a standstill in the arms
race. All that was left were machines. Entire countries wiped off
the map by the machines, Earth’s climate permanently altered.
Trying to fight back traditionally would be certain death; humans
no longer have any idea about the state of the machine AI’s self-
improvement, millions of scenarios in micro-instants, ensutring
success. They knew what was next.

The troop walked more, the machine slowly drawing closer.
Smoke clouds rising from the horizon line blocked a clear view.
Some had nightmares while they slept, of their hometowns in ruin.
Many in the troop were refugees, desperate enough to sign on.
Others, randomly drafted by their birthdays, which they no longer
celebrated. The troop now stood facing one of these machines, a
little over a kilometre away. The beast, a layered mess of blockish,
grey framing, tangled latticework and protrusions reaching for the
sky. Mounted cannons fired off to distant points on the horizon.
The earth they stood on hummed, softly shaking, a whirring,
churning noise low in the morning wind. The troop yelled over the
din. The constant grating and booming led to little sleep amongst
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the group. In the night, the ground shook more than in the day,
the machine charged its beam in the cool dark. It shot off into the
night, creating an ear-splitting boom that echoed inside the troop’s
skulls. The desert then fell quiet as the horizon lit up.

The morning came slow, with the troop rising early whilst the
sun was still down. They would wake to find one of their own
newly deaf. The troop was unsure about this machine, for little
briefing was given, the model being foreign. They drifted slowly,
heads down, towards the machine. Red light shooting above them,
illuminating the path ahead. The troop moved to the rear of the
machine, clambering across the ground, digging into the sand. The
group crowded in the shadowed space, their reflection etched and
muddied in the machines-tired rear, mirroring also the barren rock
outside. Unsure of what exactly to look for, the troop waited for
radio commands to be given.

The machine creaked and wailed in the wind. The soldiers
looked up at the tangled pipelines. Low rumbling increased in
intensity, shaking the soldiers. A hatch opened on the outside,
firing a missile into the atmosphere. Still, no radio signal came
through. Soldiers nodded to one another; they’d have to take the
initiative themselves. The missile, miles above, turned and raced
back towards the machine that launched it. The end of the dim
morning light.

Story Studios Australia | The Character Code

29



Gladiator’s Future
James Turnour

The crowd roared inside the towering stone walls of the
Colosseum. Thousands of spectators leaned forward in their seats,
eager to watch their next fight begin. Sand drifted across the arena
floor as the sun burned down from the sky.

In the centre of the arena stood Sepsimus Crusand, only
eighteen years of age. His hands trembled as he held a sword the
guards had given him. It felt heavy and unfamiliar in his grip, as if
it wasn’t meant to be. Across from him stood Loare, also eighteen.
His face also showed the same fear Sepsimus felt. Neither of them
had trained for this. Only an hour eatlier, they had been standing
together in the dark tunnels beneath the arena.

“Have you ever fought beforer” Loare had asked.

Sepsimus had shaken his head. Now they stood facing each
other with thousands of people shouting for blood.

A Horn blasted. The fight has begun. For a moment, neither of
them moved. The crowd started yelling louder, angty that nothing
was happening. Loare finally stepped forward and swung his sword
clumsily. Sepsimus jumped back in panic, barely avoiding the
strike. The crowd laughed. They circled each other slowly, unsure
of what to do. Their swords clashed once with a loud clang, but
both of them stumbled backward, surprised by the force. Loare
attacked again, swinging wildly and desperately. Sepsimus lifted his
sword to block. The metal rang sharply as the swords struck
together. Sepsimus pushed forward instinctively, forcing Loare
back across the sand. Both boys were breathing hard now, their
movements messy and desperate. Loare suddenly lunged. Sepsimus
reacted without thinking. He swung his sword to defend himself.
The blade struck Loare across the side. Loare froze, unsure of
what had happened. His sword slipped from his hand and fell to
the ground. Then slowly, he collapsed to his knees, coughing and
wheezing. The arena went quiet for a brief second before the
crowd exploded with cheers, but Sepsimus stared in horror.
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He had killed someone. Loate fell forward onto the sand and
did not move. The sword dropped from Sepsimus’ hand. He
stepped forward slowly and knelt beside him. The sand beneath
Loare had darkened and his chest no longer rose or fell.

“I didn’t mean to...” Sepsimus whispered.

But the crowd did not care at all. They roared with excitement,
celebrating the victory. Officials rushed forward and grabbed
Sepsimus’s arm, raising it high above his head for everyone to sece.
The people cheered louder, calling his name. But Sepsimus did not
feel like a winner. He looked down at Loare lying motionless in the
sand. Only an hour ago, they had been two frightened boys in a
tunnel. Now only one remained. As the guards began leading him
away, Sepsimus glanced back one last time at the arena floor. The
sand would be smoothed over and another fight would begin. But
Sepsimus knew he would never forget the moment he had won.
Because it was the worst victory of his life.

Two years had passed since Sepsimus’ first and only fight in the
arena of the Colosseum. Two years since the day Loare fell in the
sand. Sepsimus was twenty now, but he still remembered every
moment of that battle. The clash of their swords. The fear in
Loare’s eyes. The sudden silence before the crowd erupted in
cheers. After that day, the Gladiator association expected Sepsimus
to become a rising star. Victors from the arena were often forced
into more fights, trained harder, and sent back to entertain the
crowds again and again. But Sepsimus refused. He never lifted a
sword in the arena again. At first, the officials thought he was
simply grieving. They waited weeks for him to recover, expecting
him to return when the crowds demanded it. But weeks turned
into months. Months turned into years. Sepsimus worked in the
Training Centre instead, helping with Gladiator preparations and
training. He tried to give enough tips for his apprentices, however
most fell. Every time he saw them fall, the memory returned.

Two frightened eighteen-year-olds standing under the arena,
asking each other if they had ever fought before. The answer had
been no.

One evening, as the roar of the crowd echoed above him,
Sepsimus climbed the stone steps that led toward the arena
entrance. He stopped just before the gate where the sand floor
became visible. A fight was happening above. The crowd screamed
for blood. Sepsimus turned away, flinching as usual. That night,
something inside him finally hardened. Rebellion.
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The next day, he stood before the officials of the Gladiator
Association and spoke cleatly.

“I will not be part of this anymore. I cannot be part of this
massacre,” he said.

Word spread through the arena quickly. A gladiator who
refused to fight again was almost unheard of, especially a victor.
But Sepsimus did not care. For two years, he had carried the
weight of that victory, of how he had decided something. He could
not undo Loare’s death, but he would spend the rest of his life
making sure others were not forced into the arena again.
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The Great Adventure
Cami Reid

Koa, Lincoln and Cami were at Story Studios, happily writing
away.

“Hey, look at this book!” Said Lincoln. Koa and Cami ran over.
The three friends looked at the old pages, not able to look away.
Then Koa flipped to the last page of the book. Suddenly, there was
a FILASH! It was a beam of flashing light coming from a picture of
a sword on the page. It had a gold handle with wings carved and a
silver blade with symbols on it. On the handle, there was a
beautiful royal blue gemstone.

ZAP!

Cami, Koa and Lincoln weren’t in Story Studios anymore. They
looked around to find that they were in front of a nice little town.
There was an archway that said ‘WELCOME TO CRYSTAL
TOWIN above their heads. Cami, still holding the book, saw
something sticking out of the pages. She pulled it out. It was a
note.

Dear people who find this note, A vampire is on the loose and causing
chaos. When vampires bite, their victim turns into a vampire. Y ou must stop
this vampire before it gets to other countries. The whole world is in danger.

“Get it?” asked Cami. “We’re VAMPIRE HUNTERS!”

“Vampire hunters?” asked Lincoln. “Um, I don’t think that’s
us.”

“Well, do you want to save the world?”” asked Cami.

“Yeah!” said Koa.

“Okay. Yeah,” agreed Lincoln.

“Now we just need to find out who we’re up against,” said
Cami curiously.

“I know,” said Koa. “Dolsu Tu.” Cami and Lincoln gasped.
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“Dolsu Tu? You mean the meanie face man who used to be a
millionaire when he didn’t deserve to be a millionaire?!”

“He’s a bad person, full stop,” said Koa, wisely.

“We could go into town and find help,” Cami suggested,
pointing toward a small

group of houses in the distance.

So, the three friends walked into the town. All the buildings
were made of dusty, purple-coloured rocks with glowing neon
magenta, blue, yellow and orange light coming through the
windows. They looked cozy inside. After knocking on eight doors,
they were close to giving up.

“We should try one more house,” said Cami, knocking at a
door. The door opened. A nice-looking, red-haired lady and a
Calico cat came out.

“Hello, I'm Ophelia. What can I do for your”

“Actually, could you help us find Dolsu Tu? It’s urgent,” asked
Cami.

“You three must be vampire hunters,” said Ophelia, noticing
the vampire book that Cami was holding. “Come in, come in. I
used to study vampires. I'll tell you everything you need to know.”
Ophelia turned to a page of the book. The page had an envelope
stuck on it. She opened the envelope and took out a piece of
parchment paper. It read. ..

ELIXIR OF HUMANITY

Ingredjents

Water

*Mixed spices

*Sky comet smoke

*Golden leaves

“I already have sky comet smoke, mixed spices and of course
water, but the golden leaves are going to be tricky to find. They
only turn golden when the sun shines. You must gather some
leaves before moonrise. You will need three,” explained Ophelia as
she handed them a map.

Koa, Lincoln and Cami studied the map and all smiled. The
three friends ran up the hill toward a big tree. It was like an oak
tree, but the leaves looked like they were made of pure gold. On
the ground, the fallen leaves surrounding the tree looked like they
had already turned to stone.

“Quick,” said Cami. “It’s almost sunset. Remember what
Opbhelia told us?”
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Cami, Koa and Lincoln grabbed one leaf each. As they ran
back down the hill, Cami tripped on a rock and fell to the ground.
She looked at the leaf in her hand and noticed a tiny speck of grey
forming on it. The others helped Cami up and looked at their
leaves and noticed the same thing. They all took off again and ran
as fast as their legs could carry them. By the time they returned to
Opbhelia’s house their leaves were half grey.

“Oh no,” sighed Ophelia. She took the three leaves and threw
them in her fireplace.

“Hey!” yelled Lincoln.

“Golden leaves don’t burn. If you want the potion to work,
you will need the grey off

the leaves. It’s the only way,” explained Ophelia.

Five minutes later, Ophelia put a bucket of water over the
flames. The leaves were gold again. She then prepared the sky
comet smoke, mixed spices, golden leaves and water. She stirred it
all together in a heavy cast-iron pot and placed it on the
smouldering coals so it wouldn’t burn. When she knew it was
ready, she slowly removed the pot from the fireplace and, when it
had cooled enough, carefully poured the potion into a glass bottle
and pushed in the cork. She put the bottle into a velvet bag and
gave it to Cami.

“You must use this to stop Dolsu Tu,” she whispered.

Cami, Koa and Lincoln thanked Ophelia and ran out of Crystal
Town, grinning. They were now ready to get rid of Dolsu Tu once
and for all.
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The Last Trick on Live
Ridhaan Mehta

“Hey, fans! Tomorrow we’re gonna be doing some epic stunts
on the esplanade! The new skate park is opening, and I wanna be
the first to go on it! My skateboard with a skull on it is going to be
the one to pick for the day,” said Louie, doing his best TikToker
impression. Crackle, crunch. Live feed lost.

Louie was a podcastet/ skate pro/ TikToker/ school student
and had just lost his live feed he’d been working on for 3 days
now!

“Nooo! My live feed - all gone, all lost!” He cried, thumping his
fists on his workbench. His mum came into the room holding a
beater and mopping sweat off her forehead in distress.

“Dads burnt the roast turkey, which I better fix- hey, what’s
wrong?” she asked kindly.

“The podcast I've been working on LIVE is gone, wiped!”
Louie sighed as his mother sat on the bed beside him.

“Oh, you’re fine, you only had a couple hundred subscribers
anyway...” she started, but Louie cut her off, frowning,

“That podcast was going to get me hundreds of subscribers, let
alone a few thousand, and now it’s lost!” he said, brows furrowed.
Mum looked at him, sighed and went back down the stairs to deal
with her mess. Louie lay on his bed and opened up his phone. His
old TikToks were not getting that many subs and his mum really
needed this money. Recently, his life was going downhill and all he
had to his name now was his skateboarding skills and the only
place he could show that off was after school. He looked up at the
sky. He still had one day till the new skate park opened and he
showed off his super skills. He still had a chance!

The next day, he realised he had only nine hours till the
opening of the skate park at 5:30. He quickly opened up his
gaming laptop and launched a new live feed for the fans.

“New live feed guys! The skate park opens in nine hours.
Ready for the best tricks you’re gonna see on live? He quickly
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transitioned the backdrop to a skate park image. He opened up
some fake props to simulate his flips and jumps on the track. He
saw comments popping up on the side page.

‘CUTEPANDA!122: OMG. I am like, so ready.’

RADDUDE@O000: Man, this dude seems totally RAD!

He felt lightened knowing the fact that he wasn’t alone. He had
6 hours of school with 5 periods to get through, with only 2 hours
left over for the live feed, he calculated, so he did bits of the live
feed through recess, lunch and while walking through the hallways.
It was awkward, but he got through with the occasional comment
of:

‘DROWNINGLILAMAIIN: Is bhe in high school?’

Soon enough, the school day was over, and he was able to dash
to the park to see the opening of the skate track. But something
stopped him. Cones were being placed around the skate park, and
police guards were scouring the place, asking people for notes.

“Delaying the park’s opening for a week, strange things
happenin’ round the property,” one guard said to Louie, adjusting
his tall police cap to fit his thin head.

“WHAT!?”, Louie said impatiently, though feeling some relief
knowing he at least had an extra week.

“Yep, sightings ‘round this whole areal Government enemy,
apparently,” added the police guard.

When Louie walked home, he asked himself who or what those
sightings were, which sent him to his best friend, Danny’s, house.
After playing a quick round of Super Mario Odyssey, he and
Danny went back to the park to investigate. There were still police
guards scooting around. Danny suddenly saw something. A strange
figure was moving behind the trees. Danny took out a tree branch
and carefully peeked behind the trees. There was nothing there.
Danny looked bewildered, so Louie decided to check again. But
Louie still couldn’t see anything. Louie went home that night
feeling empty, knowing that his mystery still wasn’t closed.

Louie woke up the next morning and called Danny over to find
the mystetious stranger. He now knew that Danny had definitely
seen something crucial the day before. He had read an article about
government enemies last night and found a man that looked a lot
like the description of the mysterious stranger. Danny saw behind
the tree that day too. They had researched the man and, apparently,
he was a dangerous criminal. He had a base on the edge of the city,
underground.

Louie and Danny went there and carefully sneaked in. They
reached a strange control room and, driven by curiosity (and a bit
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of luck), Louie and Danny decided to check the place out. Almost
unbelievably, they saw the man sitting right there! He seemed
surprised because he ran when he saw them, but Louie quickly
called 000 and the police were there in no time! As the criminal
was dragged out, Louie overheard some guards talking.

“Heard the kid’s got a TikTok channel,” one said gruffly.

“I heard he’s struggling,” said another.

The next day, he and his friend, Danny, were in the newspaper
for their bravery and it mentioned his TikTok channel, inviting
people to check it out! In the end, he did manage to get to the
skate patk’s opening and catch some crazy tricks on Live, but the
best thing was that his newfound fame helped his mum receive a
call for a new job as Treasurer in The Committee for Helping Pets
(TCFHP), which was great for her wallet!
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The Life of Being Crazy
Rael Lucio

A banana was sitting in a tree. He fell down, landed on his
head, and got pooped on. He got so sick that he took an aeroplane
and took it for a spin, jumped out, and swam. He found a deserted
island and chilled for a while, but he got found.

“Found ya, you lucky banana peel — they always say luck
always runs out,” said the police officer. But the banana was so
chill that he didn’t know he was in jail, so he slept in there. When
he woke up, he went so crazy that he smashed the wall and
escaped. Then a price was put on his head, so he swam and swam
— but he was on land, so they caught him again. The same thing
kept happening until he finally made it into the water, and he swam
and swam to a deserted island.

Ten years latet...

There is a house on the island, made out of muck. There’s a
rotten banana, twenty years old to be exact. The banana is in a
rocking chair, left alone in peace, eating another banana. He was so
old that he stank up the entire world, so the price on his head
jumped up to $100,000. The whole world searched for him. Then,
a hovercraft was invented. The next thing he saw was an army of
hovercrafts, his worst nightmare. To make things worse, the
people had rot-breaker guns. He dodged everything. The army
stopped, then pulled up the same one, except it was bigger. The big
gun destroyed the entire island, but he dodged it too, then swam to
Antarctica. It was brutal, and he kept freezing until he became a
solid in an ice cube. The floor under him broke, and he floated
back to the army.

The army shouted, “Found him!” Then they shot the frozen
banana, but they just broke the ice, so they accidentally set him
free.
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The banana said, “Yahoo! Yay! Cool bananas!” Then he said
random words. “Chicken

diapers, Mister Doodles,” before he continued muttering
nonsense words, he decided

to sing and said, “Listen — this is a very important song.” He
sang to the tune of an

Australian anthem.

“Careless people don’t pee or poo. Old bananas lie, so destroy
me and eat all my toes, because they stink and I don’t like bananas.
So, I prescribe chips. It’s illegal to prescribe chips. Then put me to
poop in the toilet, then shoot all of you at me so I go to Rot Land.
I will get out of jail each time, so goodbye. I am here for you, so
you serve the King Banana, which is me, so I'll have some fun! I
love you and you love me.”

Then the army asked the banana about the shooting part, then
shouted, “We will shoot you, banana!” They built a rot-breaker gun
using metal, more metal, wires, electricity, lightning, cables, fans,
and paint.

“Ready to shoot, Commander Poopr” Said the army.

“No, not yet. I want to charge it to the max,” said the boss.

Some time later...

“Fully charged, boss,” said the army.

“Fire!” said the boss. The banana couldn’t dodge it, and he
violently fell to pieces.
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The Adventure of John and Doggy
Haysen Chot

John looked up at the dark sky. The rain fell hard and heavy
over Kowloon Prime, but this was hardly something of note; since
the world had fallen into disarray, and pollution blocked the last
rays of the sun. A worldwide phenomenon caused it to rain, never
stopping, day and night, for the last four hundred years. So, it was
odd that John, a Kowloon Metropolitan Police Officer with over
twenty years of experience, took note of the falling rain as he
walked through the Night City of Kowloon Prime. He checked
over his shoulder, then turned a corner down the abandoned alley.
He walked until he saw the fluorescent flickering light, which
illuminated a metal door. He walked towards it, and on the door
was a symbol of a light and dark-blue cyborg dragon.

This was the place.

John knocked on the door in a specific pattern. Two knocks
with his knuckles, one kick of his foot. Then he waited until he
heard the footsteps of a heavy-set man trundle up the stairs
towards the doot, which was locked from the inside. The heavy-set
man repeated the knock back to John, then asked:

“Codename?”

“Blue Dragon,” he replied. John waited again as he heard the
man grumble behind the dense mental door. Then, the lock on the
other side slid open, and so did the door. The heavy-set man gave
John an affirming nod, then turned around, prompting John to
follow. They walked down three flights of steep metal stairs until
they reached the hideout John knew so well: the Cyborg Dragon’s
headquarters. Although the room had a low ceiling and dim
lighting, the atmosphere was inviting, at least for John.

The members inside had become his family ever since he lost
his to the largest crime syndicate in Kowloon Prime, the Damascus
Shatks, and John had given up relying on his friends and on the
police force a long time ago. He knew that most of them were
connected to the Sharks, and other gangs, which had effectively
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been controlling Kowloon Prime since anyone could remember. In
essence, John and the members of the Cyborg Dragon were the
last hope against lawlessness that the city had. But despite this,
John was happy. He was happy because, from the far end of the
Cyborg Dragon’s Headquarters, he heard a sound he’d recognise
anywhere. It was a bark. Then, from the shadows of the other end
of the room, his trusted and abnormally small companion came
running across the room. John scooped him up with both hands,
removed his protective helmet, and let Doggy lick his face. After a
long and arduous day of fighting criminal scum like the Sharks,
seeing his favourite creature again was a welcome reward. John sat
down on the leather armchair, Doggy in his lap, and took off the
rest of his black and grey armour. Underneath, John was wearing a
white shirt and there was a dragon tattoo on his forearm.

Suddenly, his wristwatch alarm rang. It was the Cyborg
Dragon’s emergency signal. The gangsters of Kowloon Prime were
breaking into their hangout. John turned on the monitor. He could
see the CCTV footage from outside. Rex and the Damascus Sharks
were using a battering ram to break down the door.

“Dragons. Get ready.” John commanded.

All of the Cyborg Dragons stood up. They got into position.
They watched the door as it began to break. Then, the door burst
open. Rex sent his crew in before him. They were all martial arts
experts. But, thankfully, so were the Cyborg Dragons. John led the
charge. He kicked a Shark in the butt. He went flying across the
room and smashed into another gangster. Rex was pretty angty.
Doggy ran up John’s leg and onto his shoulder. Then, Doggy leapt
from John’s shoulder and bit another shark. The shark screamed
like a little girl.

“Get off me! Get this stupid dog off me!” He cried. But Doggy
kept biting until the Damascus Shatk started running back out of
the Cyborg Dragon’s hideout and ran down the rainy street. Doggy
finally let go and barked at the screaming gangster. Doggy ran back
to the hideout and then bit another shark. Rex looked all around
the room. He couldn’t believe his crew were so useless!

“You idiots! You’re supposed to be professionals! And you’re
letting a stupid little mutt scare your!” Rex screamed. But when
Doggy heard Rex call him stupid, he turned around and lunged at
him. He bit Rex as hard as he could on his head while scratching
him.

“AH! HELP ME, YOU STUPID IDIOTS!” Rex cried.

“No, you didn’t help us, so why do we have to help your” said
all the Damascus Sharks at once. Then, one by one, the gangsters
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surrendered. All of them walked out of the Cyborg Dragon’s
hideout. Then, John, Doggy and the rest of the Cyborg Dragons
watched Rex as he continued to scream while Doggy bit him. He
was humiliated and defeated. Maybe there was hope for Kowloon

Prime yet.
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The Forgotten Island
Nathan Chot

“AHHHH!” Everyone around me screamed random things.
They were running around, not realising that you are safer with
your seatbelt on. A few seconds later, the plane started to descend
fast, and the people who were standing up started to float. The
sound of thunder was so loud that you would think you would go
deaf. One last devastating lightning strike struck and cut the plane
in half, and I started to fall into the sea.

I woke up on the warm sand on a big island. I walked around
and I saw the remains of the plane scattered around the beach. I
stood up and there were no people around. I flinched. I think I
broke my leg. The island was huge and it was very hot. I spotted
something in the corner of my eye. A red crystal covered in flames.
I walked over there and felt a strange urge to pick it up, so I picked
it up and to my surprise, it didn’t burn. It was shining as bright as
the sun. It was as hot as open flames. Then, it burst into flames,
right on my hands.

I woke up again on the same day. I was expecting to be in
heaven, or hell, but instead, I was on the beach next to a roasted
tiger. I think the crystal protected me from the tiger. But why
didn’t I die? Does the crystal like me? I had a lot of questions, but
first, I needed to find something to heal my leg.

I kept walking through the forest, desperate to find any people
who would help with my leg. Something was off about this island.
I had been walking for so long, and I hadn’t seen a single sign of
any animals, even ants! This whole place radiated a terrifying aura.
I needed to get off this island as quickly as possible.

“Hello!”

“AHHHH!” I screamed as I fell back.

It was a young man who appeared out of nowhere, he was
probably around 15 years old. He had curly hair and he was quite
short.

“Sorty to scare you. I am Michael. Nice to meet you,” said
Michael, kindly.
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“Hi, nice to meet you too,” I replied with an uneasy voice.

“Why are you here on the forgotten island?” asked Michael.
Forgotten island? What was

Michael talking about?

“What do you mean, the forgotten island?” I asked Michael.

“This island is the forgotten land. This island is the home of
two ancient artefacts: the

Starstone Heart and Heart of Eternal Winter, each containing
the power of reboring the world whenever the wielder wants.”
Michael said. Then I remembered something.

“Is this The Starstone Heart?” I asked, pulling out the crystal
that I found on the beach. Michael’s eyes went as wide as an apple.

“Yes, it is! How did you find it?” I explained to Michael what
had happened to me eatlier.

“Oh, I get it now,” said Michael, “It appears that The Starstone
Heart has chosen you to be its owner.”

“What?” I asked in a loud tone.

“Each artefact has chosen their owners,” said Michael. “If you
want to get off this island, you have to get both of the artefacts, so
the island will disappear and we get teleported back to where we
live.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get going!” I said as I
started to walk in a random direction.

“The ice castle is this way,” said Michael, pointing in the
opposite direction of where I was walking.

“Ok, let’s go then,” I said as we started the journey to the ice
castle. The longer we walked, the colder it got. I could see the ice
castle from a distance. It was huge, bigger than mountains.

“Rah!” As another ice wolf appeared, jumping towards us.
Swish! As it burst into flames. The Sunstone Heart had been
helping us to defeat every enemy along the way. If the flames
didn’t finish them off, then Michael would use his knife. When 1
asked him why he had a knife, he just smiled and said explorers
always come prepared. Every animal we met was covered in frost,
and they would attack us without us doing anything,.

“I think it’s because of the Heart of Eternal Winter,” Michael
said. “The Heart

of Eternal Winter doesn’t want you to be its owner; that is why
it gathered all of the animals here to be infected with the frost.”
We kept walking until suddenly I felt a sharp pain in my leg.

“Argh,” I screamed in pain as I fell on the floor. Michael
immediately ran over to me and tried to help me. It was my broken
leg; I completely forgot about it. Just as I thought I would pass out
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from pain, The Starstone Heart floated to my leg and burst into
flames, burning my skin! My leg started to get better and better.
Who knew that The Starstone Heart would have healing powers!?
Then BANG and everything went black. ..

When I woke up, I was still in the forest, but this time, there
was a huge frost dragon, and in front of it was a fire dragon,
floating. The frost dragon clawed at the stone, but it dodged and
kept fighting. The battle raged on for hours and hours until they
both got tired, so Michael sneaked up on the frost dragon, pulled
out his knife and killed the frost dragon. I cheered for Michael as
he came to me holding The Heart of Eternal Winter. I looked at
him, and he looked right back and nodded, so we got the two
stones and teleported away.
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Smaragdus Dous
Lucy Martin

I had been reduced to a slow trudge. The sun felt harsh and
powerful, burning my skin. I was panting, regretting trying to run
the whole way. The surface of my skin that wasn’t protected by my
clothes was a deep red. I had brought a few bottles of water and
some cheese sandwiches wrapped in soft plastic. I had gone
through it all too quickly and was now parched and still hungry.
The weight of my massive backpack wasn’t helping me move any
faster. I had overpacked: a pair of binoculars, a compass, a first-aid
kit, a knife, a flare gun, a sleeping bag, a flashlight and the jewel,
which weighed the most out of everything.

I stopped walking and took the jewel out of my backpack to
make sure it was still there. I was paranoid I’d somehow drop it. Its
dull pear-green colour weakly reflected my surroundings. I wasn’t
on some epic quest to retrieve a magical gem that would cure all
sickness, or make me rich, or something. I had already obtained
the gem and was on my trip back. It was a never-before-
discovered gemstone I had found after years of searching. But after
finally finding it, everything seemed to go wrong. All the food
tasted expired, even though it wasn’t my car broke down twice, all
the clocks in my house were set to different times, all in a week’s
worth. It was cursed.

I put the gem back in my backpack and continued walking.

‘How is it that I stumbled on the structure the first time
around, but now I’m completely lost trying to retrace my steps?” I
thought to myself. I was on the verge of giving up and spending
the next few hours trying to find my way out of the stupid bush
when I heard the sound of cars struggling over rocks and gravel. 1
followed the sound until I found the cause. There it was. The same
stone structure I had seen a week earlier. The same stone structure
that had ruined my week. The same stone structure with strange
but beautiful carvings around the entrance, which was crowded
with people. Surrounding it were roofless four-wheel drives and a
lot of generic-looking (what I assumed to be) explorers.
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Other people had found it.

I approached the person closest to me.

“Uh, hello. Who are you all and what’re you doing here?” I
asked. I knew it was a stupid question, but I had to ask.

“G’Day. We’re explorers. We’ve come here in hopes of finding
a gem we call Smaragdus Dous (that’s Latin for emerald two). I
suppose we weren’t as clever as we thought because you found out
the location of the structure, too.”

“How come you haven’t entered it yet?” I asked.

“There’s a wall in front of the entrance. By law, we can’t break
it, so we can’t come

inside.” I remember barely escaping the structure and
disarming all the traps in the process, including the closing wall at
the end.

“My name’s Oliver, by the way,” the explorer added, taking out
his hand.

“Jessica,” I said, shaking it. I didn’t know what to do. I could
show them that I had already gotten the gem, but then they might
be curious why I was returning it. Then, I got an idea; I could slip
the jewel into a pocket of one of the explorers. I had done my
research; the gem would be mine until it’s close to where it
originally came from (the structure), and then it would sort of
reset. Whoever picked it up next would become the new owner,
making it their problem.

“What’re you going to do with the gem if you find it?” I asked
Oliver. Oliver gave me a sneaky look.

“I would take the gem for myself, leave the group and keep the
money after I sell it,” he whispered. “I a the smartest person
here. Now that I've told you, you can’t tell anyone. I think I like
you, d’you want to join me and my quest, I'll split the money with
you.” I didn’t know what to say.

“Sure...” I replied.

“Good on yal I'll introduce you to the group. (I doubt I'll be
staying with them much longer). Hector! Where’s Hector!?” 1
scuffled over to Oliver awkwardly. I took the gem out of my
backpack and slipped it into his pocket (hopefully) undetected as
he introduced me to one of the explorers.

“Jessica, this is Hector. We’ve known each other since we were
children.” I smiled pleasantly.

“Nice to meet you, Hector.”

“Hector’s footy team recently lost a game. He’s very upset
about it. He hasn’t talked for fifty-two hours,” Oliver informed
me.
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“Anyway, I should get going. Good luck with trying to get
inside the structure,” I said awkwardly. Oliver smiled.

“Thanks, Jess. I hope we’ll see you again.”

I quickly shuffled away, but not too quickly to make it seem
suspicious. I smiled once I had gotten a few hundred metres away.
It was three weeks later that I heard about Oliver again. I was in
my house, sitting at the dining table, eating peanut butter and
Vegemite on toast while reading a newspaper. Christopher, our
dog, was staring intently at my pieces of toast.

“Not yet,” I told him. I started reading a short article. It read:

Oliver Smith is an explorer originally from New South Wales
who came to Victoria in hopes of finding a new gemstone that he
calls ‘Smaragdus Dous’, or, when translated from Latin to English,
emerald two. He found the gem in bush land in the central part of
Victoria. He was found after his car broke down, where he then
generously donated the gem to the Melbourne Museum of
Geologic Discoveries. The next day, however, the gem
disappeared. The cops ate on the case, but there have been no
signs of a break-in.

“It was as if it simply disappeared,” stated the museum
director, Lorraine Nipp.
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Songs Know More Than They Let On
Perry Nunn

It’s been twelve days since my sister and I came to Lumesadu,
and I barely even remember my life before this. It is pure
tranquillity. Nothing ever seems to happen, and we’re fine with
that. The only thing that is stopping this place from being perfect
is the fact that my upbeat, singing, songwriting sister, Brylee, hasn’t
used her voice. At all. Our once bright, musical nights are now dim
and lonely. The worst partt is - I don’t know why.

The willows keep the songs you swore you'd never sing.

The wind churns with the secrets you tried so hard to bin.

They gave you back after you were revived and kept.

The thing I valued most was given away to save when you crept.

That was the note she left on my door the day she was silenced.
It seemed like just another of her random lyrical lines, but it chilled
me to the bone. Every song has a meaning, a purpose, a story. But
what were they in this song?

“The willows keep the song you swore you’d never sing...” My
head snaps up; there was definitely a voice. Not mine... and not
Brylee’s. I need Brylee. I crack open her bedroom door and get an
overwhelming woody scent right up my nose. Huh, she hates
natural scents - give her Chanel any day. Brylee hasn’t spoken a
word since she washed up on shore. Instead, she draws one scene
over and over - a stream with willows all around, presumably
blowing in the wind as their statures are leaning to the left. There is
also always a lowly keychain just dangling on a tree.

“Bry?” I poke my head around the DO NOT ENTER sign and
step into her room. Her eyes narrow, but she doesn’t direct me
out. She flicks to the back page in her drawing book and scrawls
down something before showing me.

Yes, Asteroid?’

Asteroid is her nickname for me, a play on my name, Astoria.
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“Your song is haunting me.” I’ve never been the beat-around-
the-bush type. An indescribable look crosses her face. Her drawing
hand stills, but only for a second.

You weren’t supposed to hear it.”

I read, then shudder involuntarily. What? Her eyes flit towards
the window, gazing out at the solitary willow in our garden. What
is it with Brylee and willows? She shakes her auburn curls
frantically before setting her eyes on me. I twist my own longer
curls around my finger and give Brylee a calculating look. She
returns to the page. It takes a little longer than her average
messages, but I've got nowhere to be. Finally, she hands me the
finished drawing, pressing it deep into my arms so forcefully the
page audibly crinkles. It is noticeably denser than the rest.

“Brylee!” I curse under my breath as I see her updated drawing.
Same scene, same keychain, same willows - additional figure.

“Why am I in this?” I try to hand it back to her, but she
stubbornly refuses. I take another look at the page, realising that
there’s more. In the stream, there is a silhouette reaching up,
almost breaking the surface, eyes latched onto the keychain above
picture-me’s head. In the drawing, I'm staring at the keychain
dangling from the branch, curls haphazardly everywhere. Brylee
snatches the book back and writes something before handing it
back.

You were there. Remember?’

Just like clockwork, the next line of Brylee’s song comes into
focus. ‘The wind churns with the secrets you tried so hard to bin...
“That’s when I knew.

“You want me to go there?” She nods, satisfaction in her green
eyes. We climb out the window because, why not? My washed-up
sister leads the way, twisting and turning through foliage, before we
stop at the exact scene of her drawings. The same scent from her
room is even more overpowering here. I stare at the infamous
keychain.

“Yours?” She shakes her head. Mine?!

‘Get it down.”

A freshly scribbled note. As I retrieve it, all the memories I lost
come flooding back at once. I stagger back in alarm.

“I-I drowned?” Brylee nods, slowly. “But... I'm here!” 1
protest.

The willows brought you back.’

How is that possible? The next line of her song hits me like a
tsunami. “They gave you back after you were revived and kept.’

“For what pricer” I whisper through gritted teeth.
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Think of the song.’

Her scrawl is getting urgent. “The thing I valued most was
given away to save when you crept.” My sister loved singing more
than anything. .. oh lord.

“They took your voice?” The wind has stopped, yet the stream
still ripples. She nods and scrawls.

SING!

“What?” I’'m taken aback. Brylee thrusts her notebook at me
again. The words to her song stand out on the page. The shadow
under the stream finally bursts out, reaching towards the keychain.
I knew then that it was now or never. My mouth opens, and the
lyrics pour out of me like they had been waiting twelve days to
escape.

“The willows keep the songs you swore you’d never sing...”
The shadow recoils, and I grow slightly louder. “The wind churns
with the secrets you tried so hard to bin...” The shadow seemed to
be heading back into the depths of the crystal waters. “They gave
you back after you were revived and kept...” It fights back, edging
slowly nearer. I fill the quiet surroundings with my voice, avenging
my sister. “The thing I valued most was given away to save when
you crept...” It’s just at the water’s surface. Not. In...

Tmprovise!’

“Avenging my sister so strong, return the voice that rewrites
every song!” I hold the last note, reaching a crescendo, before
cutting off sharply. The shadow falls back into the stream, and
Brylee hugs me.

“I love and thank youuuu,” she sings.

“Blood will ALWAYS be thicker than water,” I hiss, dropping
the key chain into the stream.
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The Sunlight Catcher
Ria Zhang

The sun always rose over near the bay of Bramblecove, and
Luna always noticed before anyone else did. She noticed that the
sun hesitated a little before it reached its full height and how it
flickered a little, as if it didn’t really want to shine on the village.
Luna always thought she was a bit different from everyone else.
She was short for a twelve-year-old, loved to be swept away in a
book, and would often be caught daydreaming. But the thing that
Luna found the weirdest was the fact that she could stare at the
sun for hours each day without being blinded by its bright light.
The moon, stars, whatever it was, as long as it was in the sky, she
loved to study them and just stare at them and daydream. What she
had the most interest in was the sun, which was a bit ironic
considering her name was Luna.

After another day without understanding a single thing in
school, Luna trotted back to her house, a quaint little cottage near
the beach that was covered with vines. When she got home, Luna
found a Post-it note stuck on the fridge. In her mother’s
unrealistically neat handwriting, it read:

Hi Luna! Sorry, but I have to do an extra shift at the office. I'll be back
at 6pm to cook dinner. Love you!

Underneath was a tiny hand-drawn picture of a tiny computer
and a tiny mug of coffee. Luna smiled and quickly unpacked her
school bag. Then, she sneaked a peck at a new book on astronomy,
grabbed a piece of caramel slice, and rushed back out the door.

Luna always loved to go to the bay, which wasn’t far from her
house. The bay was the sunniest part of Bramblecove, and she
liked to just sit on the golden sand, watch boats drift by on the
water, and soak up the sun. Luna lay on the sand, surveying the
chaotic families spreading out beach towels, fishing boats gliding
along the glistening water and rummaging through her bag, looking
for sunscreen. As she got out her favourite coconut scented
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sunscreen, Luna felt something else at the depths of her bag—
something hard. She pulled out a tiny jar from the local lolly store,
half-full, containing colourful gumdrops. Luna had forgotten she
had secretly bought it a few weeks ago! Opening the jar, she
hesitated. The gumdrops looked pale and were all stuck together in
small clusters. At the bottom of the jar, Luna could see that the
gumdrops had melted slightly and created a gooey, colourful paste
that sat at the bottom. Luna shrugged, then tossed the rest of the
lollies in her mouth without a second thought. As she looked
around for the lid, the glass suddenly felt immensely hot. Gasping,
Luna dropped the jar and looked up to see a bright beam of light
extending from the sun and zipping straight into the open jar. Too
stunned to speak, LLuna grabbed the hot jar without any hesitation
and sprinted away.

Back at home, she got the jar out and examined it. A small ball
of light glimmered in it, casting a warm glow on the bare walls of
Luna’s room. What just happened? Surely the shiny orb of light
wasn’t from the sun, right? As she dozed off, still clutching the
mysterious jar, a million thoughts filled Luna’s head.

The next day, she headed back down to the bay, taking as many
empty jars as she could find in the kitchen. Trembling, Luna held a
large jar out to the open sky. Nothing happened. But, as soon as
she was about to pack her things up and head home, a beam of
sunlight shot straight into the jar, making Luna jump in fright.
Barely anyone was at the bay, except for a group of fishermen who
were getting ready to hop in their boat. Quickly, she unscrewed the
rest of the jars and filled them up with hot, blazing sunlight.

Walking discreetly around town, Luna had a plan. She noticed
the not-so-happy areas of Bramblecove, where homeless people lay
on the streets, and shops that were once full of life and laughter
had lost their spark. For the rest of the evening, she gave out the
jars of sunlight to those who were in need or who she thought
were deserving. Luna continued to collect sunlight and give them
out to the poor.

But one week after she started her kind deeds, something
happened. It started as a regular morning. Luna got up eatly and
went to the kitchen to make breakfast. Her mum wasn’t awake yet,
and the house was cerily silent. It was still dark outside as well as
extremely cold. Groggily, Luna decided to make breakfast later and
lie on the couch, snuggled up in a heated blanket. She listened to
the clock tick while zoning out...

How long had it been? The house was still silent as Luna woke
up from her nap. The giant clock above the dining table read
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10:08. Huh? It was morning, but the sky was still dark. Creeping
outside, Luna saw people talking in hushed voices, all wondeting
why the sky wasn’t up. It went on for days before Luna finally
noticed why. It was all the sunlight she had given out. Horrified,
she rushed to all the people she had given the jars to. With a pain
in her heart, she asked for them back. At the highest hill she could
find, Luna raised the jars to the dark sky and released the otbs.
Suddenly, as if someone was painting the sky, blue spread all over
the sky, and the sun appeared, burning more powerfully than ever.
It was just then that Luna realised that the sunlight with its light
and happiness was meant for everyone. The jars of sunlight that
she handed out - it wasn’t the light that brought happiness, it was
her kindness.
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Core: Journey into the Sun
Ruben Brait

It was a busy day when Arla made her way towards the
spaceport. So much so that Arla saw many people on the ground
and walkways between the tall and shining towers. She stared up
into the sky, shielding her eyes from the Sun. The Sun, Atla thinks,
the Sun I’'m about to enter. How weird it will be, looking up at it
once I’ve been there and back. A darker voice in her mind
whispered, if you come back at all. She was excited but
apprehensive about her upcoming mission. To travel into the sun
had been attempted before, but only with probes and never in so
deep.

The elevators wetre chock full of bodies, crammed next to each
other claustrophobically. But Arla didn’t have to wait to get up, nor
did she want to. There were many people here who despised the
mission, believing it to be useless and too dangerous, especially for
someone as young as her. Publicly, she tried to show that she was
unfazed by the scepticism, but deep down, Arla feared they were
right. Had she done enough training? Had she remembered
everything? Was she good enough? But now, Atla had to shove
those fears away because today, she was going up.

Today wouldn’t be the first test of her worthiness. She’d
orbited Earth, she’d landed on the Moon, she’d even trained in the
new Mars colony and witnessed the beginning of the Venus
terraformation. But now she had been chosen for the most
dangerous space mission undertaken in human history, a journey
into the Sun.

Atrla walked along a metal walkway for a short distance until
she reached the private lift. She entered the lift, looking down to
avoid damaging her eyes on the bright metal, reflecting the harsh
light from a strip of LEDs in the roof. The lift began to rise, but it
was slow enough that the lurch she felt in the public elevators was
vastly diminished. Soon, Atla was stepping into a familiar corridor.
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Arla walked purposefully, her eyes sweeping the number on each
door so as not to miss her destination for today. The numbers
climbed higher and higher, 22, 23, 24 and her fast gait brought her
swiftly to Io’s office. The door to Number 56, swept open without
any protest, and Arla stepped in, smiling at Io’s particularly bland
room.

“Hello, Arla,” Io said without turning from her screen. “Sit
down if you wish.” Io was always engrossed in her work, maybe a
little too deeply. But Arla didn’t hold it against her; it was her
nature. So, she sat down and waited for lo’s attention. Presently,
Io’s voice startled Arla and caused her to jolt. “How have your
preparations been going?” she asked, finally turning away from the
display.

I pause before answering simply, “Okay.’

“I thought so,” Io smiles and continues talking. “You probably
shouldn’t do another round of training; it might disrupt your body
too early and stop you from being able to launch today. Also, try
not to overthink this mission too much. It should go perfectly, and
the reason we chose you is that we think you can do it.”

“Thanks,” I say quietly and then louder. “So can I leave now?”
The question may have been interpreted as a little rude, but Io just
nods and turns back to the Holo.

Several hours later, I’'m being transported into the tiny, ultra—
shielded, metal cabin that will be my home for the next few
months. I hesitate momentarily, but step in anyway. I’ve come this
far, so I may as well try. I sink into the cushioned piloting chair but
don’t place my hands on the controls as they’re only for an
emergency; a computer should guide me for the bulk of the
journey. I stare around at the futuristic spacecraft and strap in,
waiting for the countdown to begin.

“The launch will work like this,” I remember Reran, my
instructor for this mission’s preparations, saying to me a few days
ago. ‘A robotic springboard will give you a push, and
electromagnets along the rails will propel you. The rail will end
with a powerful magnetic deflector that will get you twelve
kilometres high. There, a space tether will pick you up and
accelerate you towards the Sun. The heat shields will kick in after a
couple of weeks.” I had then answered with a very confused
expression, despite being an astronaut on scientific missions,
physics isn’t really my thing and Reran had laughed. The memory
brings me a smile, but only a short reprieve from the doubts
beginning to crowd my mind.

>
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The countdown begins, showing me eight minutes until the
first push comes. I wait, heart beating hard in my chest, sweat
pouring down my forehead, until the countdown ends. I keel
forward when the craft jerks forward, but immense G—forces push
me right back into my seat when the acceleration begins. I
remember my training and focus on tensing my muscles to stop
blood sinking, holding my breath for three seconds before quickly
replacing old air with new and relaxing my upper body to not fight
against my straining core. I watch the world blur past me, faster
and faster, until I begin to rise. Then I close my eyes for the
hardest push of all, and my body seems to almost break apart when
the tether grabs the arcing ship and yanks it up, up, up, into the
atmosphere. The exit lasts barely a minute, but it feels like days,
years even. But when I finally make it out of the atmosphere and
into real space, I unlock myself from the chair and move to the
window. The journey’s difficult, but it’s worth it when I look back
down to earth, I see beyond it a bright, shining star.

The Sun. And I look it in the eye and say in my mind, T’'m
going to conquer you.” And in that moment, I know it’s true.
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The Ten Odysseys
Valin Zhao

Zap was the princess of the electric dragons, but she had a
secret wish. She wanted to take over the world. So, she trained at
Assassin Academy, learning stealth, swordplay, and explosives. She
trained until she was ready for her first mission: steal the Mona
Lisa and kill all the guards on the way.

First, she squeezed into the dark, smelly pipes beneath the
museum. Then she saw 100,000,000 slugs blocking her path and
screamed. The guards heard her. She scrambled deeper, but
twenty-nine seconds later, the alarm rang. She got caught and
thrown into a prison with titanium bars.

The guard said, “If you want out, complete the 10 Labours of
South Talon.” She tried to escape but got caught again.

“Fine!” she said.

For her first labour, she had to slay the Massive Squid of North
Headline. Zap cut off one leg, but it grew back. Only one special
leg would make all the others fall off. She kept chopping until she
finally found the right one. The squid collapsed, and she returned
to the prison.

“Impressive!” said the guard.

Her second labour was to slay the Drasdqi, a terrifying half-
squid, half-dragon. Zap could breathe underwater, so she dove 450
meters deep. The Drasdqi was gigantic. It swallowed her sword,
but she spun around and threw a bomb into its mouth. A massive
explosion tore the monster apart. She returned and told the guard
everything.

Third, she had to slay the Trillatops, a bull seventy times
heavier than normal. It flung its horn and ran. Zap chased it up a
mountain. The beast slipped on an ice patch, and Zap pounced,
plunging her sword into its back. It howled its last breath.

The fourth task was to defeat the Certairner, a blindingly fast
beast with four tails. Zap chased it ten laps around a rainforest.
Exhausted but determined, she hid by a pond where it came to
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drink. She drew her bow, aimed carefully, and shot it dead. The
guard was once again impressed.

For her fifth labour, Zap defeated the Bird of Fate. She
climbed a magical tree to the Branches of Doom and shot every
bird down.

Sixth, she tamed a fire-breathing ox and threw it off a cliff,
wrestling it until it tired before shoving it over the edge.

The seventh labour was to bring back dragon-eating lizards.
Their owner, Eus, tried to trick Zap, but she grabbed a rope, tied
him up, shoved him in a cage, and delivered the lizards safely.

Then the god, Erere, appeared and said, “She’s so good at
slaying monsters. Let’s test her further.”

After a night of restful sleep, the guard told Zap that her eighth
labour was to steal the Belt of Bright Happiness from Promie,
another dragon. Zap sailed to Rasapple Island, where Promie
welcomed her with a grand feast. During the meal, Zap sneakily
reached under the table and snatched the belt from Promie’s hip.
But Erere appeared from nowhere and whispered Zap’s plan to a
guard. Soon, the word reached Promie, who stood up and yelled
for her guards to attack. Zap fastened the belt around her waist. It
shone so brightly that everyone, including Promie, was blinded.
Zap escaped in the chaos.

For her ninth labor, Zap had to cut off a giant’s hair using huge
scissors. She crept up while the giant slept and snipped a massive
lock. The giant woke up and howled with rage. He smashed his
hand so hard that his own phalanges were crushed.

Zap returned with the hair, but the guard said, “It doesn’t
count. The hair must be pulled, not cut. I miscommunicated.” Zap
fumed but pressed on.

The tenth and final labour was to slay Appelltellarer. The island
was eleven years away. Zap aimed a special arrow at the sun and
summoned Masrer, the Sun God. Hearing her story, Masrer felt
sorry for her and lent her his sunflower boat, which sailed much
faster. It still took a few years to reach the island.

When she arrived, Appelltellarer had a line of guards standing
before him. Zap battled through them, dodging claws and teeth.
Finally, she stood before the monster and realised how enormous
it was. It swung its massive tail around her. Zap broke free by
slicing the tail off with a sharp dagger. The monster howled in
agony and passed out.

Zap returned to the prison in triumph.

The guards cheered and said, “Amazing! You don’t have to do
the extra task anymore. Now all the monsters are gone, and order
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has been restored. Go home in triumph, Zap, the princess
dragon.”

She smiled, spread her electric wings, and flew home - not as a
wortld conqueror, but as a hero.
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The Day Everything Changed
Alana Philpott

Chloe looked up from her book, “The Ways of Magic Life’,
because of the annoying sound of her older sister, Evie, jumping
up and down for her jog in the next room. Sighing, Chloe got up,
put the book away and slumped down the wooden stairs.

“Morning, sweetie! Are you tired?” her mum asked with a
coffee in one hand.

“Not really,” Chloe said simply, getting her breakfast.

“Well, 'm going for my morning jog, bye!” Evie jogged out of
their house, slamming the

door.

‘Jeez!” Chloe thought, ‘It’s only 7:00 am.’

Getting ready for school, Chloe thought about the Gemstone
Abylar they’d been discussing in class. Abylar was a famous queen
who had a precious gemstone that was stolen when she was
murdered one night. There were rumours that the dark creature
who stole the gemstone was guarding it on the Lost Isle of Evil.
Chloe really wanted to get the Gemstone Abylar and put it back in
its rightful place, the Hall of Glory. This would make Chloe’s
parents appreciate her more than Evie, because usually Evie got all
the attention and whatever she wanted. Like when Chloe asked her
mum for the iPad, she said no. Then a few minutes later, her sister
asked their mum, and she said yes!

While walking to school, Chloe thought about how she could
travel across all that water to get to the Lost Isle of Evil. In class,
she heard the teacher say something that made her ears prick up.

“As I was saying, we never go to the Lost Isle of Evill Don’t
think about going to sailing lessons so you can sail there! The
Gemstone Abylar will be rescued one day, when you are older or
maybe even tomorrow, but you can’t go there!” As soon as she
heard that, Chloe dashed out of the classroom, not obeying the
teacher’s angry shouts, and ran to the nearest sailing lessons.

“Can I have a sailing lesson-,” but before Chloe could finish
her sentence, she felt a little tingle down her spine and something
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tingling on the side of her back. Scared, Chloe sprinted to her
house and, standing in her bedroom, she turned around and saw in
the mirror that she had wings!

“I can fly? I CAN FLY!” Chloe shouted. Chloe remembered
reading in a strange book that when people turn 14, they may, just
maybe, get a superpower!

Chloe jumped through her window and, for a moment, thought
that she was going to fall, but then she tried flapping her wings,
and it worked! Chloe giggled to herself as she glided over the
never-ending water and spotted the Lost Isle of Evil.

“There it is!” Chloe flew headfirst, straight down, and landed
with a thump onto the crumbly sand circling the island. With a
quick glance, she saw the thief, or really, a dragon! It had huge,
strong, dark blue wings and ominous, red, beady little eyes. Its
body was rough, and it had a thick, black, spiked tail. Chloe didn’t
know how to fight this dragon, then thought, ‘Maybe I can use my
new powers to defeat this horrible beast!”

Chloe zoomed upwards and punched at the dragon’s head, but
the dragon whacked her back down, scratching her badly. She
punched the dragon in the tummy, and the dragon slowly started
to fall, but not before it could clench its claw on Chloe’s left leg.
Her leg hurt so much, but still, she thought she had defeated and
won over the dragon. Chloe dragged herself over to the gemstone
and looked at it with a big grin. She then heard a loud, deafening
roat.

“The dragon! Oh no!” Chloe turned around, dropping the
gemstone. She looked down and saw that her leg was broken,
making it difficult to stand. Her leg collapsed, and Chloe cried out
in pain as she looked sadly and angrily up at the hungry dragon.
The dragon leapt at her and chomped its jaws onto her broken
leg’s thigh.

“ARGH!” Chloe screamed, the sound echoing around the walls
as she felt her leg being cleanly ripped off. She stood up on one leg
and yelled, “That’s it, you’re going down! I will get the gem back!”
Chloe tried to ignore the pain as she swiped away the gemstone
and escaped from the horrible dragon while it was distracted,
eating her leg. When she turned around, though, the dragon had
taken off after het! Chloe stopped mid-air, as she looked across the
water and saw hundreds of heads looking up at her from her
home.

‘What am I going to dor!” Chloe thought hopelessly. She flung
the gemstone away, hoping that someone back home might catch
it and... Evie caught it! For the first time in Chloe’s life, she
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realised how lucky she was to have a caring older sister! Evie
looked up at Chloe. Wings were growing out of Evie’s back!

“WHAT?! Does everyone have a superpower?” Chloe saw
most heads nod, and she felt happy she wasn’t alone. Evie flew up
to meet Chloe, pulling a knife and a gun out of her pocket. She
helped Chloe defeat the dragon by shooting the dragon as Chloe
stabbed it with the knife. The dragon fell and landed with a
gigantic splash into the water.

Chloe flew back down to land, and straight away, hundreds of
people started to rush to her, checking she was ok.

But the first thing she heard was, “You’re an awesome sister,
Chloe!” It was Evie’s voicel!

In the Hall of Glory, Chloe leaned her head on her sister’s
shoulder, as their family looked at the glorious gemstone.

“Thanks, Evie! I love you.” Chloe hugged Evie, and Evie
hugged her back. Evie looked at Chloe and was so happy that she
had a brave younger sister. On the board below the glass case
holding the gemstone, it read in gold writing:

‘Chloe Walbrook, 14 years old, saver of the Abylar Gemstone.’
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Returning
Sophia Vanni Freire

I gazed into the screen, my eyes fixed on my phone, which
swished digital-related thoughts into my mind. Reading every text
that popped into the group chat, never leaving the comfort of my
phone. Ilooked up, looking glumly at the fireplace unamused,
when suddenly my phone fell out of my hand and landed on the
floor, cracking the screen. I stood there for a moment, realising
what had happened. Was I being controlled? I shook it off; it was
nothing, right? Then my hands started shaking, my content smile
got replaced by a face of utter horror. I collapsed into the big, old,
warm chair that sat before me. Sitting quite awkwardly on my
hands, with my back dug into the red back of the chair. My hands
felt tingly and weak like someone tickling me. Usually, when you
tickle someone, they burst out laughing, not being able to
withstand the tension, but for me the tension never got released, I
just sat there on my hands, staring into space.

Suddenly, my vision went strange, displaying a beautiful array
of colours in front of me. Was I hallucinating? That question
lingered with me for exactly 1.2 seconds, then it left. In fact,
everything left. My memories turned into vaguely remembered
thoughts that were slowly becoming less significant by the minute.
My mind was empty.

After a while, my vision restored. I was on the ground, but
where? Music played, but it played so loudly that even though it
was calming lo-fi, it sounded creepy. I stared off in the vast
distance. In front of me were... blocks? All in one line, nicely
floating above the seemingly nonexistent ground. Then I realised it
was pixelated. I looked at my hands; I was pixelated, too! I stood
there stunned; I didn’t have a care in the world.

After a while of staring at my hands, I gradually thought, ‘Am I
meant to get out of here?’ I gulped weakly, holding my chest.
Suddenly, a croaky old woman’s voice replaced the lo-fi music,
making me jump.
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“You’re a pretty one...” It said gravely, “You’re mine, there’s
no escape.”

“I’m yours? But who are you? Why am I herer” I responded,
trying to breathe. I spoke but got no answer; instead, a soft
sobbing came from behind me. I hesitated but turned around. In
front of me, a girl my age was drowning in tears. She looked up,
slightly pulling her hoodie over her eyes and blond hair.

“Oh no, you can’t see me like this.” She blubbered as she
collapsed to the ground, ripping her bright blue jeans in doing so. 1
looked at my feet, trying to think of what to say, but I couldn’t. 1
can’t and never can. Well, I could before, before... everything.
Before preschool, before school, before Miss Carlos. Miss Catlos
was my preschool teacher. She was a stern woman who I don’t
think even liked children, and once I was talking and she... she...
well... I don’t know tried to kill me by slowly taking away my self-
esteem? Anyways, I finally thought of something to say.

“Hello, um, what’s your name?” I said quickly to make sure my
awkwardness wasn’t

too noticeable. She looked up and smiled.

“Hey, my name is Beth.” She, or should I say Beth, stuck out a
tear-drenched hand for me to shake. I weakly grasped her hand,
looking up to see if she had stopped crying; she had. I swayed side
to side, waiting for Beth to say something. She got the hint and
started talking.

“What’s your name? Or am I just meant to say ‘hey, you’ when
addressing you?”

“Andrea, call me An,” I replied, letting go of her hand. We
stood there for

another awkward moment. Beth broke the silence.

“Hey, you old women thing, how do we get out of herer!” Beth
yelled in determination.

“Okay... well, we are going to find the end of those blocks
whether you like it or not!” Beth yelled again, this time in
frustration. Beth grabbed my hand and started jumping from one
block to the next block.

Soon, two tall doots came into view, the one on the left said
‘Death’, the other ‘Uncertain Death’. T walked forward with ease.
You see, I’'m not normal. I’d rather know if and when I die, so
naturally, I walked toward the left door, but Beth is normal.

“What are you doing, An?! Are you crazyr!” she yelled as she
grabbed my hand again, taking me from ‘Death’ to ‘Uncertain
Death’, changing the course of my sad little life forever.
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The next thing I knew, though, the door was standing in front
of another door. Suddenly, the door opened. I was covered in thick
black smoke. I heard a car horn, a dootbell, and an oven timer all
mixed up in an obnoxious, noisy blend. I gulped

“What’s that...” I said, trying not to cry, but I did. “T mean,
however are we meant to fight that, that, whatever is. I guess my
preschool teacher was right.” I sobbed

“Come on, I don’t know your preschool teacher, but I'm pretty
sure she should be fired if she made you believe that, and whatever
is behind that door, we are going to fight or die trying”, Beth said
as she triumphantly put up her hand. The smoke cleared and
revealed a monstrous mound of cubes with eyes and a mouth. It
needed no introduction; the only thing it needed was for me to be
dead, and that’s what it did. It shot a bullet like a pistol into my
head, lights out.

For two minutes, I sat in an abstract world with my life flashing
before my eyes. Suddenly I jolted awake. In front of me was my
fireplace, my dad, and Miss Catlos.

“Well done, but Beth is still there...” she said in a croaky old
woman’s voice.

“Youl!” I yelled.
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The Endeavor
Molly Gillet

I am curled up on the low-hanging bed in the very corner, my
knotted black hair hanging around me like a drop of ink in water.
It is just before midnight, so all the other convicts, fishermen’s
wives and prisoners of war wete asleep, crammed into this rusty
hulk, just like the overcrowded prisons back at home that I had
only been to once when I visited my mother. I lay back on my
uncomfortable bed, made from a rotten slab of splintery wood,
with a thin sheet over the top that was made from an old dishcloth
that was as grubby as a pack of wild pigs. I pull the clammy sheets
over me, terrified, and silently cry myself to sleep. On this
unforgiving vessel that is sailing onward into the unknown misty
darkness, heading for a land that is not as it seems.

I think back to what got me here. I remember following my
father briskly through the market, keeping an eye out for medical
stalls. Suddenly, my father took a shatp left turn. His hawk-like
eyes had spotted a medical store with the exact cure for Mother’s
sickness. But I smelt food. Right next to it is a baket’s stall. 1
scampered up to it and just as I was about to snatch the soft
damper off the table, something else caught my eye.

Books. Books. Books. Soft, leathery covers and paper in
between. So much knowledge. After a moment of hesitation, I
grabbed the book off the rickety wooden shelf and sprinted as fast
as I could after my father, who was also dashing through the
market and had snatched the cure off the table. I could hear the
policeman shouting, hot on our trail, so I tore through the market
after my father, but suddenly found myself on the top of a small
cottage roofl Ilooked ahead and saw my father clinging to a rope
swinging rapidly through the air, calling out frantically.

“Jump, Eleanor, jump, you must!” I feel rough, clammy hands
grab me by the collar and yank me along. I am pushed into the
back of a locked cart and taken to the gloomy prisons. As the cell
door slams, it takes any hope I had away with it and replaces it with
all the uncertainty and wonder of what will happen to me.
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The next days pass in a blur. In the courthouse, the book is
snatched roughly out of my hands. I hear the bang of the unfair,
decisive hammer.

Then the judge’s voice echoes around the room as he declares,
“Transportation!”

So here I am now, on this vessel as unforgiving as the crime
that brought me here. Hunching in my bunk, as timid as a mouse, a
loud foghorn sounds from the direction of the hull of the ship. I'd
know that sound anywhere. We were nearly there. A deep feeling
of uncertainty washes over me, and 1 go as pale as a ghost.

As the sun rises over this strange new land, a sinister feeling of
dread comes with it. The convicts stumble out of the ship, blinking
as they get a taste of bright sunlight for the first time in months.
On the 26th of January 1788, I stare into the brilliant red and
golden sunrise and mentally prepare myself for the torture that
comes next.

For months...
For years...
For centuries...
For millennia. ..

Forever.
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A Monday Long Ago
Evie Watson

The flowers died on Monday. On Tuesday, the fire nearly went
out. It flickered. Momentarily, of course. But it flickered. On
Wednesday, snow fell in sheets, coming down. And down. And
down. On Thursday, the last leaf fell from the tree outside her
bedroom window. On Friday, she began knitting a blanket, in
hopes that it would keep her warm for three freezing months. On
Saturday, she finished reading the book that years ago she refused
to read, and she cried as she turned the last page. And on Sunday,
she walks into the kitchen to make tea. The sun has not shown its
face all day, and when she looks outside, a single snowflake falls
onto an already snow-coated ground.

She breathes deep, leaving the kitchen to enter the living room
and lay herself out on the couch. She continues her knitting from
the days before, tossing auburn, messy braids over her shoulder.
But something doesn’t feel right. She looks up, scanning the room
until her eyes reach the window. And there, outside in the snow, is
a grey fox. Silver narrowed eyes meet wide brown ones, and the
animal tilts its head. The two strange creatures lock eyes for
seemingly hours, until at last the fox turns and runs. The gitl lets
out a breath she did not know she was holding.

On Monday, the flowers are not the only thing dead. The
house is left for days, weeks on end. On the second day, the fire
goes out completely, and the smoke stops puffing its weary trail
from the chimney to the sky. Nobody knocks on the small wooden
door; nobody treads the snow-covered path from the town to the
woods and the cottage. And so, the gitl’s body decays slowly, lying
still in bed. Her copper hair is still in intricate braids. Her sparkling
green eyes are closed, but if they were open, they would be dull
and cloudy. She barely ever left the house, and only a few villagers
ever knew her name.

One freezing morning, a little girl skips up the path, humming a
happy song under her breath. The dead flowers perk up the tiniest
bit as she approaches. Her pretty blonde hair falls over her
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shoulders, cascading down onto the front of a furry, baby pink
coat. She seems so innocent, carefree and content. But, like many
others to come, her skipping feet falter as she comes to the front
gate. The cold hits her for the first time since she left her home in
the town, but it is not the only thing that makes her shiver and hug
her coat closer to her body.

The windows are all fogged up and icy, permitting the gitl to
only get shadowy glimpses of the sad wotld beyond them. She
takes one hesitant step back. Then another. She turns her back to
the house. And she runs. Runs as fast as she can, neatly tripping
one too many times, until the cottage is out of sight and a part of
her memory. But it was not because of the cottage that she ran, not
because of the way her heart felt like it was being torn apart by
bloody claws, not because of the piercing knife of cold creeping
underneath her many layers of clothing. Oh no. She ran because of
the fox. The grey fox, with the silver eyes.

Throughout the next century, there were a series of deaths in
the small village on the edge of the woods. All of them happened
the morning after the victim came home talking about how they
saw the strangest fox in the woods, saying they locked eyes with
the creature for a long petiod of time before it finally ran away. All
of the deaths left no trace of any kind of cause, no marks on the
body, no poison in the blood. It continued this way until the village
was considered haunted, and all the unfortunate residents moved
out. They would tell their children and grandchildren this story for
generations to come. And on the edge of the woods, in a small,
abandoned village made of crumbling houses, vibrant, climbing
vines and snow, a fox supposedly roams the long-deserted streets.
Its fur is a soft grey, and its eyes are the brightest silver. It hunts
day and night, pads through the snow and sniffs at the smell of
decay and death.

And it all started on Monday.
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A Lie Called Peace
Samuel Castillo-Villamil

Here I reside, between the living and the subconscions. Waiting for the
sweet relief of death, to be free of what this cruel world has to offer. As a corpse,
I watch days roll by, but I ask yon. Do you want to know the tale of a dying
slave. ..

AllT can remember is the boiler room. The cold and eerie
screeches, and the once-in-a-while sputter and flicker of a candle.
As 1 rot in the room, I hear people passing by, and as I bang the
doors, screaming for help. I realise that they won’t stop. And as I
probably mark off my final days, and as I pray for a change, I feel
like someone, out there, should know the tale of a nameless slave.

No. I am not nameless. I am called Vincent. The Vincent. I am
a slave, chained to the fate of suffering, and grasped ever so lightly
by death’s cold, bony and moist fingers.

It began not so long ago, when I was still only a young 12, and
I just wanted to get a job for my family, to provide through these
rough times. Scrolling on my phone at a bus station. I searched for
an available job. It’s a struggle, for white men are far more
prioritised over us. So that’s why I sit here, on a rusty bench. The
bus will never stop, and respect will never show its face. So here I
stay, with crowds of other victims, going on with their day like this
is normal.

But that’s what’s wrong. They treat it like it’s normal, acting
like this is fair, but I disagree. Yet still, I keep silent, lost in the
phone’s trance, for I alone couldn’t possibly make a change.

Frowning, a text appears.

Hello, we are contacting you from The Cooking Heights of Aus. We are
offering the role of a boiler room manager. Do you accept it? Friday. 33
Hinndes Street.

I smiled, for this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. So, I put
the phone away to look up. I squinted my eyes, for I had forgotten
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the strength of the sun’s glare, bouncing off the metal. There 1
stood, watching. Just watching. Because for the first time, I felt the
wortld was actually going my way. Still, the bus didn’t stop. As
expected, I walked away in the direction the text said. While
walking, I read. Over and over again, I looked, was there
something I had missed? Was there something I could verify that it
isn’t meant for me, because no one, no matter how obscure they
are, would ever take the time to write me a text, and hire me for a
job, and mostly not do it for free? But alas, the next few texts that
began to pop up disagreed with my odds.

Mr Vincent, your job will be from 3 to 9, and if it’s hard to walk home
(since we understand your skin colour situation), we wonld be happy to drive
you home. Yours sincerely, the company.

T arrived at the building. I look at my phone to verify the
location. Yep, 33 Hinndes Street. Correct. Exhaling, I entered the
building. The inside smell was of sawdust, a very piney sawdust. I
suddenly saw something. Nowadays, we don’t worry about these
dilemmas, but I quickly realised that the people who were sitting in
rows and rows of desks, were white men. Thousands of white men
were working away for the company.

I walk through the crowd. Partly crying and partly regretting.
Yet still walking. Maybe a shuffle? Or a stagger, or a limp.
Nevertheless, I walked to the new recruit room. I wore my best
clothes. A blue suit, patched with green and red fabric. Some saggy
leather pants, and some mismatching shoes, with my big toe
sticking from my left foot. I frantically tugged on my suit but then
noticed that none of the people looked up at me. Some actually
greeted me. The fear had just left. I grabbed hold of the handle,
and all the fear and self-doubt came rushing back.

As I began to twist the door, I heard a rattle from the boiler
room. As I peered, it happened again, the door began to rattle, and
a faint screaming arose from the other side. Ignoring it, I
entered. ..

Immediately, I was bathed in blue modern light, blinding me
for the briefest of moments. Then my eyes settled on a man. Short
as he was, his face was menacing. Being the height of no more
than half an average person, I believed I could act superior. It
didn’t quite work. The small man let out a scowl and clapped his
hands. Two strong men came out from behind the man. They
wore bird masks, each holding a long, sleeck gun. The small man
lowered his hand.

Story Studios Australia | The Character Code

73



“You’re so gullible,” he leaned in, talking with a sour sneer. He
stayed doing this for a total of twelve seconds, then slouched back
into the back of his chair. One of his men approached my head
and swung a bat into the side. I saw splotches of black as I fell to
the floor.

When I woke, I was surrounded by black. I sat up and held my
head to try and steady my vision. I began to look around, dazedly
swaying my head this way and that, soon realising I was in the
boiler room. I ran to the door and shook it with all my might, but
it just wouldn’t budge. I began to drop to my knees, still shaking
the handle. A hoarse, broken scream peeled out of me. I saw a
person walking past the door. They looked my way, then walked
into the recruitment office.

So here I reside, an entity in the eternal white. The
subconscious, the gone, murdered by humanity’s cravings for
perfection. The lie we call peace.
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The Gate
Kehan Matara Arachchige

I got dropped off from the train for my first day of work and
went through the gates of Hook’s power plant. I went down into
what suspiciously looks like a staircase to a nuclear bunker. I had
gone down and instantly realised I was somewhere I shouldn’t be.
Everywhere, Post-it notes were saying: March 23rd, 2022, nuclear
attack by unknown. I didn’t really understand, but I did know that
today was March 22nd, 2022. T got out of the bunker and ran
straight home in fright. I called my boss and asked if I could work
from home as an excuse to not go back to work for the day. I
couldn’t sleep that night knowing that a nuke was going to hit the
power plant.

The next day, I decided to do my normal work so no one
would get suspicious of me pacing back and forth. I had a close
friend there, so I decided to show him the bunker with the sticky
notes, but the sticky notes were replaced by a computer with a
countdown that said ten hours and forty minutes. At that time, it
was nine o’clock in the morning, so the attack would happen
around seven. My friend, Liam, froze in silence, and we both
slowly crept back up to the surface. For the rest of the day, I did
my work normally until six thirty. I normally would’ve thought an
alarm would go off by then, but nothing happened, so I decided
when it’s six fifty, I’d hit the alarm and run for it.

I waited until it was six fifty, and I hit the alarm. Everyone was
screaming and shouting, and with the smoke, the building was like
a hedge maze. Everywhere I looked was a pure nightmare, but I
saw Liam getting everyone out of the power plant. I heard the
nuke coming in, and finally I was able to get out, but only because
someone pushed me.

A whole crowd was outside, and I tried looking for Liam, but
he wasn’t there. I went home and went to the local medical centre
to check for radiation, and sadly, I was diagnosed with cancer. A
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few days after that catastrophe, I got an invitation to Liam’s
funeral. I showed up there and sat down. As I watched them close
the casket, I thought to myself that without his sacrifice, a lot of
people would’ve died.
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Kitty and the Clockmaker’s Shop
Kiara Peries

“Kitty! I can’t do all the repairs myself, you know!”

I dash into the store, drenched in rain and leaves from the
raging storm outside, my arms loaded with brown paper bags. It’s
late afternoon by the time the sun has disappeared behind the
mountains, casting a dainty golden hue across the storm-torn sky. I
throw the bags onto a tiny stool in the workroom, dry my hair and
clothes, then get to work.

Our store is small and quiet, but the endless ticking of clocks
keeps out all the other noises outside, until we can barely hear
anything else. It’s a tiny, square room that looks as if it were a
study. Tables and chairs line the length of the room, and each one
has at least five miniature, gold and silver watches. Others are
covered in mountains of blueprints and papers. In the corner is a
dented filing cabinet and an enormous grandfather clock with a
half-snapped chime. It’s almost as if the whole room has been
struck by a storm.

When the day’s work is finally done, my whole head is switling.
My hands ache, and I know how Mum gets whenever I miss an
order. We'll lose customers. Money. Maybe even the store. Those
things are much too important to lose. But it’s almost dinner, and
Mum will be angry if I’m late.

I head up the stairs into our apartment, where Mum is standing
at the stove, loading piles of ham sandwiches onto our plates. She
sets them onto the table, then boils two mugs of hot chocolate. I
press the mug to my mouth and let the rich, velvety liquid trail
down my throat, the steam of cocoa and cream warming my
frozen fingertips.

“Well? Have you finished mending the grandfather clock?”
Mum questions. I shake my head.

“I’ve been working on the pocket watches,” I say. “They take a
long time to fix, you know.” I know better than to talk back, but
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when I'm feeling annoyed, I can’t help it. Mum scowls, her lips
pressed together.

“Tomorrow you will not go to school,” she snaps. “You are
going to stay here and work for the day. You are to fix every
pocket watch and mend the grandfather clock. I want them done
by tomorrow, before the customers come back. They must be
perfee” My head boils, thoughts bubbling over in a helpless rush.
“Perfect’. I've never been perfect enough. What was I supposed to
do? Mum’s been so cross and stern ever since we lost money from
our last bad review. That was when she started making me work
even harder.

The very next morning, I wake up much before Mum does. 1
take a glimpse out of the gap in the curtain, a grey sky hanging as
low as thin, sharp icicles. Each breath I take fogs up the window,
curling the fog into clouds of steam. It isn’t long before I’m already
seated at my workbench, hectically running to and from the
storeroom to gather tools and gadgets.

Suddenly, the doorbell chimes, and a lady steps into the room.
She has chocolatey brown hair and hazel brown eyes, gleaming
with a sparkle of joy. She wears a colourful long-sleeved shirt
decorated with little pictures of bicycles, croissants, wine bottles
and yellow cheese, with a frilly black apron on top and topped with
elegant diamond eatrings.

“This lady is rich,” I think. ‘She must be the richest lady in
town!’ The lady smiles at me with a twinkle in her eye.

I stand up and hobble over to the counter, where I say, “Hello.
What can I do for you today?” The lady smiles again and places a
shiny silver watch on the countertop.

“I’'m ever so sorry to interrupt, but this watch seems to have
broken! And it’s quite troublesome, if you don’t mind. Just as I'm
about to leave for my holiday to France!”

“That’s quite alright,” I say politely. I'll try to have your watch
mended as soon as possible. Can I please have your name?”

“Annabelle,” the lady says. “Annabelle Vaz. And what is your
name, dear?”

“Kitty,” I smile. Something in my heart tingles, and I have a
feeling that this lady has a kind of friendliness I don’t often see.

I spend more time on Annabelle’s watch than any other, and
I'm glad I did, because the very next day, she returns to the store -
with goodies! A basket stuffed full of warmth and happiness, more
than I’d ever get in my life. She’s brought freshly cut cheese, soda,
croissants, banana bread, ham sandwiches and... hot chocolate.
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We spend the rest of the afternoon feasting on all the delicious
treats she has to offer, until I can’t eat a single bite more. I return
Annabelle’s watch to her, and she pays me more than I've ever
been paid. This will make Mum proud for sure!

“I can’t thank you enough for repairing my watch, Kitty,”
Annabelle says warmly. “Perhaps you’ll come and visit me in
France, one day?” And with that, she winks and dances out of the
store.

“Kitty!” Snaps the high-pitched ring of Mum’s voice. “Come
and help me with dinner!”

I scurry up the stairs to our apartment and hold out my hands
to show her the money I’ve raised. She stares at it. She doesn’t
even count it.

Instead, she says, “Good work, Kitty.” It wasn’t what I would
have expected her to say, but for the first time in a long time, I feel
truly happy.

The next morning, when the puddles on the ground have
melted, and the air smells fresh and flowery outside, I sit at the
workbench, thinking about how grateful I am for Annabelle and
how much she helped. I stare at the grandfather clock in the
corner. Its ticking isn’t perfect. But it’s enough for me to know
that it’s working perfectly fine. And for once, I decide not to
change that.
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Through Shared Adventures
Jayden Maharaj

Tommy Kayne opened his eyes for another day of school. The
night before, Tommy went pranking people with some so-called
friends late last night, so of course, he didn’t want to get up!
Micanopy was also where Tommy and the Kayne family lived.

“Tommy! The bus is LITERALLY OUTSIDE!” his mum
called. No response.

“TOMMY!"” Tommy groaned and slowly crawled out of the
bed but ended up on the floor.

“Ow!” he shrieked. Finally, Tommy got ready for school and
jumped on his bicycle. He saw a civilian and bumped them to the
road.

“Hey!” they yelled.

“What!” he replied with a smirk. Then he threw the person’s
wallet at his own neighbour’s mailbox. Still riding, Tommy saw the
old, large house he saw every day. It was wooden and dark. He
really wanted to know more.

When he arrived at school, he parked his bike on the wall.

“Tommy! Put that bike where it belongs!” a teacher said,
because his bike was on a random wall.

“How ‘bout, no!” he said, and laughed. Tommy was then met
by... no one. He tried to ignore it, but it kept bothering him.
Tommy went to his first class and sat at the back of the class,
alone.

“Okay everyone, before we start. I’d like to introduce Diana
and Angelal” Mrs Clack said excitedly.

“I cannot miss this opportunity...” Tommy whispered to
himself. When school finished, Tommy walked over to them and
invited them to join his ride back home.

“Hey! You guys are Diana and Angela, right?” Tommy asked.

“Yes!” they both said.
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“Would you care to join me on my ride back home?” Tommy
asked politely.

“Yes! I have been wanting to make some new friends!” said
Angela.

“Okay!” said Diana.

“Great!” Tommy was so excited, but the house was on his
mind. He was going to ask the gitls if they wanted to explore.

“Hey, guys? Do you see that weird house over there?” Tommy
asked, hoping they’d say they wanted to go.

“Yeah... what is that?” Angela asked.

“I don’t know about you guys, but when I lived in Texas, 1
LOVED exploring creepy buildings. I would love to go in there,”
said Diana. They parked their bikes and climbed off them. The
door was made of solid black. Tommy kicked the door instead of
even trying to open it. The first thing they collectively saw was a
giant, red hole in the centre of the floor. Tommy leaned over it.

“Look at thi-”” he began, as the wood under him shattered.

CRASH!

“TOMMY!” they both shouted.

“I’m okay!” he shouted back. Diana and Angela jumped down
behind him. It wasn’t very high. They looked around, and they
realised they were in a basement, with a lot of hallways and rooms.
There was a red haze which was... cold. Tommy started walking
around, not waiting for the other two. He entered a room with a
generator, and to his surprise, an octopus-looking tendril burst out
of the ground! He jumped back but lunged forward. He scratched
his elbows on the wooden floot, but it worked. The tendril turned
white, and he assumed it might have died. Angela and Diana ran
into the room and neatly fainted.

“What the HECK is tha-” Angela said, getting cut off.

“Don’t say anything... we don’t know what could be here!l”
Diana scolded him. They became silent and continued venturing.
Tommy gasped as the floor behind them exploded!

“Forget it... panic!” said Diana.

“We can’t get back!” Tommy yelled.

“It looks like there are some machines down there,” said
Angela.

“Yeah... former machines,” Diana added.

“So... how are we gonna get back?” Tommy asked.

“Everyone, look for a plank, or board, or just something that
can get us back. Split up,” said Diana. Tommy, Angela and Diana
went to look for materials.

“I found a piece of metal!” Diana yelled out.
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“Not gonna work Dil” the others yelled back.

“Would a pile of boxes work?” asked Tommy.

“Oh, my goodness...” they both sighed.

“Relax! I was trying to help,” Tommy pleaded.

“How could we relax, when we’re stuc-”” Diana began before
being cut off by something exciting! “A plank! Come, guys, it’s just
big enough to make it across! But we might need to be careful,”
Angela called.

“Say less!” Tommy said while running on the wooden plank.

The first step he took, CRASH! The plank broke beneath him.
Tommy closed his eyes.

“TOMMY!” Angela yelled, reaching for his arm. Angela pulled
him up and stared at him. Tommy realised this was a look to say
Angela was truly hurt.

In that moment, he thought to himself, “Maybe I am
dangerous. And careless. And reckless. And people need to be
either impressed or afraid around me.” The floor around them
abruptly broke and shifted into three pieces, each person on one
section. Tommy was in the jumping range for the exit now, but the
pieces of floor were drifting apart. He was hesitant.

‘They saw me vulnerable...” he began to himself. Then his eyes
widened. ‘But am I really that person anymore?” the better side of
himself said.

“You know what? You guys are coming with me,” he said
aloud. Tommy climbed whatever he could to help his friends.

“Come here!” Tommy said, reaching for Diana.

“You better hurry up!” she said as a joke. Tommy acted fast
and rushed to Angela.

“I got you!” he told Angela.

“If I die in here, I won’t forgive you!” she said, also as a joke.
They all jumped to the entrance together and made their way
outside.

“We are NEVER doing that again,” said Angela. They all
agreed.
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Mandy’s Mission
Lakshikaa Awtani

In the corner of the small town of Sunflowerville stood a small
bag shop. One would cross by that shop on their way to pick up
their groceries and never think of it again. But they didn’t know
that Mandy was always looking at them from inside the shop. She
sat on a high shelf looking outside. Sometimes, her attention would
go to the mirror in front of her, and she would look at herself. She
appreciated the pink colour on her. She imagined a kid hanging key
chains on the side of her zippers as she had seen on her friends.

Mandy had waited on that shelf for so long, she knew exactly
how the day would go. She knew Miss Crowley, the shop owner,
opened the store every morning at nine o’clock. She knew a man
with no hair would pass the front of the shop with empty hands
and come back with a bottle of milk in each hand after five
minutes. She also saw three kids on their bicycles carrying her
friends everyday — fancy key chains hanging on their zippers.

Every day, Mandy would see an excited kid buying one of her
friends from the shop and leave. Every day, she whispered, “Please
don’t take Sandy, please don’t take my sister.”

“I am not for sale Mandy, did you forget?” Sandy reminded
her. “I am unfortunately

Miss Crowley’s favourite bag. I am not going anywhere.”

“If no one takes us, can we not go ourselves?” Mandy said.

“You cannot start this again!” Sandy replied.

“I cannot stay here anymore Sandy. Don’t you wonder what
the world is like outside?

Don’t you wonder who our parents are?

“Do I need to remind you of the rules again?” Sandy said.
Sandy was right. There were two rules that all bags in Miss
Crowley’s shop had to follow. They could never lose their tags, and
most importantly, they were not allowed to leave the shop on their
own.
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“We cannot stay on this shelf all our lives. Maybe someone will
like us once we go out and decorate us like they decorated our
friends. Please Sandy! I want to see the world, and I want to find
out who made us.” Mandy tried once again. She could sense a
change in Sandy — maybe Sandy wanted freedom as much as
Mandy?

“Fine,” said Sandy. “But if I sense any danger, I am returning
here.” Mandy agreed. So, after six o’clock, they began their
mission. Mandy and Sandy started walking to the nearest bin to
take off their tags.

“Hide!” whispered Sandy.

“Why?” asked Mandy. Before Sandy could say anything, she
pulled Mandy behind the

bin.

“Where are my bags?!” asked a voice from the distance. Miss
Crowley looked as scary as she sounded. Mandy panicked at the
thought of being caught, but Sandy looked even more panicked
than Mandy.

“This is dumb! I told you we shouldn’t have come.” Sandy was
shaking with anger.

“Sandy! I kept you near her to keep an eye on her, not to run
off with her,” Miss Crowley yelled. Mandy was not sure what Miss
Crowley meant. Sandy was her sister — she was the only bag who
had kept her company while other new bags came and left. Sandy
was her sister — her best friend.

“Let... let me explain, Mum,” Sandy said, then suddenly, she
looked at Mandy and yelled, “I am not your real sister! I am Miss
Crowley’s daughter, and I am proud of it. She designed me and
made me with her own hands. My mum and I locked your family
up a long time ago, so if you want them, go get them!” Before
Mandy’s reaction could come out, she snatched the tag that was on
her, put it in the bin and made a dash for it.

It had been a long nine weeks with no shelter, love or any
progress.

One day, she was tired and hot from the sun, and she thought
to herself, ‘So much for adventure and finding my family! They are
imprisoned and have probably been waiting for me to rescue them.
I have failed my family.” She was ready to shrivel up in sadness
when she heard a familiar voice. She would recognise that voice
anywhere.

It was Sandy! Sure enough, she saw Sandy and Miss Crowley
entering a nearby building with a bowl full of green cube-shaped
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berries with a red stem on their top. Mandy instantly knew that the
berries were poisonous and followed Miss Crowley and Sandy
inside. To her surprise, it was a prison. They were walking fast, and
after a point, Mandy could not see them. Mandy thought she was
lost, but then she heard a robotic voice say, “Sandy detected.”

Mandy panicked as she fell through a trap door, which led her
to another jail cell labelled The Owners. Inside the jail cell, she saw
two humans and one beautiful pink bag, just like her. The humans
were about to swallow the poison berries.

“STOP!” yelled Mandy with all her might. “I am your family, so
please trust me. You are eating poison berries. Please spit them
out.” The humans spat their berties and kicked the door open.

“Stop!” yelled Miss Crowley.

“Why?” asked Aryan, Mandy’s dad. Miss Crowley moved to
grab Molly, Mandy’s sister, but she picked up a poison berry from
the floor and threw it in Miss Crowley’s mouth. She instantly
fainted, and Sandy burst into tears. Sandy got so angty that she ran
up to Mandy and threw a punch.

“No one treats my daughter like that!” yelled Ariana, Mandy’s
mum. Atiana ripped off one of Sandy’s zippers, pushed her into
the jail cell and locked her up.

“She snatched us from you, Mandy. She took you and our
shop! I am so happy you found us,” Ariana said and hugged
Mandy. Mandy’s family were finally reunited, and they were so
happy together.
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The Galaxy Girl
Yuet Chen Allegra Fung

It all started when Elara was a young girl.

“Bye, mum!” she said. “I am going out to collect rocks.”

“Okay! Be home before dinner,” her mum replied. At the
beach, Elara found a smooth stone and an icy iron key. She looked
at her watch.

“Oh no! I am late for dinner!” She put the key and stone into
her purse. She did not want people to see her eyes, so she
disappeared in a cloud of smoke and hurried home.

When she got back, the town was still and cold. Blood made a
trail to every cottage. “Mum?” she called. Her front door was
open, and her mother’s chair was knocked over. Elara knew she
had to leave. She grabbed a blanket, a knife, and a bag of coins.
With a puff of smoke, she vanished.

Elara moved to the city. For years, she lived on the streets and
used her smoke magic to hide. On her sixteenth birthday, she
travelled back to the ruins of Stargaze Harbour. She went to the
Cave Library and felt the key glow.

“I am back,” she whispered. She put the key into a stone door.
Click. Inside, she found a scroll that told her to use her power to
save her mother.

Elara moved to a new town and started high school. She wore
white sunglasses to hide her secret eyes. One day in class, the cank
clank of a ruler hitting the floor made her jump. It sounded like the
boats from her old home.

“Are you okay, Elarar” a boy named Leo asked.

“I'm fine,” Elara whispered. That night, Elara went to the park.
She realised the key opened a portal to The In-Between.

As she reached for the portal, Leo ran up. “Elara, wait! You left
your sparkly pen!” Elara disappeated in a puff of smoke, leaving
Leo alone. She jumped through the portal and pulled it shut.
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Inside, the sky was purple and gold. A giant shadow moved
behind her house. “I’'m not a gitl anymore,” Elara called out. “I’ve
come to take my mother home!”

“Everything here was forgotten,” the Shadow Keeper sighed.
“If I let the village go, it might vanish.”

The Shadow Keeper realised Flara still remembered the village.

It pointed to her house.

“Your mother is inside.” Elara slid the key into the lock. Click.
The door opened. Her mother was sitting in a rocking chair,
pouring tea.

The Shadow Keeper said, “Now it’s time for you to go.” He
gave her a silver lantern to keep the path open. Elara waved
goodbye to her mum and walked back through the portal. Click.

She walked into her science class. Her eyes looked like galaxies
of purple and gold.

“Cool contacts,” a girl said. Elara smiled. She sat next to Leo.

“You’re back,” he said, handing her the pen. Elara noticed that
her scroll and her history book were glowing. They pointed to
other forgotten places.

The next day, she followed a map to an old clock tower. She
used her key, and a stone door opened. Click. At the top of the
tower, she found a chest filled with gold coins and jewels.

The next Monday, Elara walked into school. She had a new
phone and a new house.

“Hey, you are back!” Leo said.

A girl asked, “Is that a real diamond necklace?”

“It’s just an old family thing,” Elara lied softly.

Elara’s new house was like a dream. The fountain was filled
with purple diamonds and the flowers glowed like stars. Her
bedroom was like a giant peatl. The walls were made of ivory silk
that changed colour as she moved, like the northern lights. In the
centre of the room, there was a bed carved out of the highest
quality wood. Her blankets were made of starlight wool and felt
warmer than a summer breeze. In every corner of the room, there
were big piles of coins. Her house was full of treasure, but it was
hidden by vines. One day, she planted a star flower on the path
outside. Travellers couldn’t see the gold, but they smelled the
jasmine and knew magic was hidden there.
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The Future Files
Stya Ayyangar

I spun around in my chair. My sister Ella was having a
sleepover with her friend, and my brother Lusian was calling his
friends on his brand-new phone. But me, well, I’'m Daniel, and 1
was just doing kid stuff, like drawing and reading.

My mum and dad had gone to buy the groceries, so until then I
was staying with Lusian.

Ding, Dong!

Someone was at the door. Lusian wouldn’t have heard the bell
anyway, so I went myself to the door. I looked down only to see a
box and a truck parked on the road.

“The Future Files...” said the man inside the truck and drove
away. I blinked, unsure what to make of it. Soon, I was rapidly
tearing the cardboard.

“Candies?” I popped one in my mouth. “Eugh, tasteless.” I
threw the rest in the bin in disappointment.

Just then, a portal appeared, and I stepped into it out of
curiosity. Suddenly, I was lying on my bed. What happened to my
legs? Why were they so long? Wait, what happened to Mr Teddy?
Then I remembered what that man said in the truck... “The Future
Files...”

That means I probably have a phone! Just as I get super duper
excited, my mum burst through the door.

“Honey, I can not believe it’s your first day of university. Please
don’t be late, I have to

go early to work today. I have left the cereal on the table.
Mwah,” kissed mum.

“Thanks”? I replied, confused. When I got to the dining table,
Lusian was there. He had a beard.

“Where’s Ella?” T questioned. My brother said she had gone to
a job interview. I was astonished. WOW!
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University.

I was sure everything would be perfectly fine, but I was wrong,.
I hadn’t thought of what would happen if we had a test. I didn’t
know anything. So, I just picked random answers. Now I really
wanted to go back to my normal self.

RING RING RING.

The bell rang. I was just about to get off my chair when I was
knocked over by a bunch of kids rushing to get their lunch. “Is it
always like this?” I wondered. When I sat down at the table, 1
thought of ways I could get back to my normal self. Think, Daniel,
think. .. what did that man say? “The Future Files...” What could
that mean? I had a theory in mind. What if I read a time travel
book at the library? It’ll surely help me!

When I was at the library, I found this one book called ‘Into
the Future and Back.” I settled down on a navy-blue beanbag.
‘Chapter 1. The mysterious potion.”

“Mr Dorean took me into his kitchen-” Maybe I should fast
forward to the end, I thought. “Chapter 12, I drank the potion
again, and I was back to normal.” That’s it, I’ve been doing it all
wrong! Just as I was about to get up, I bumped into a girl.

“Hi, ’'m Rachel. Are you new hete?” the gitl said. She had
braces, long cutly ginger

hair, hazel eyes and was wearing a pink self-crocheted jumper.

“Hi, I'm Daniel. You could say I'm new.” I smiled.

“Do you have any friends here?” she interrogated. I shook my
head sideways.

“I can be your friend. I'll introduce you to my friends, this is
Mia, Jack, Henry, and Anna. We have a band called The Indigos.”

RING RING RING.

“Cool, we’ll catch up some other time. I really need to go back
to get my bag.” I sped off into the distance.

Soon I was sprinting back to my home. I opened a candy and
chucked it in my mouth, ran back outside and waited for the portal
to open again.

“Hey Daniel, I think you left your pencil in the library. I
followed you back here to give it to you.” Rachel was behind me!
She looked up, and she froze when she saw the portal.

“I came from the past, this is my future, I must go back. We
might meet again when I’'m in university for real. But now I need
to go back to...me,” I said.

“We’ll meet again then...but also that’s really cool!” she burst
out. I waved my hand goodbye, and stepped right back in.
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Back to normal.
I enjoyed being back. Same school, same legs, same body, and
same time!

Story Studios Australia | The Character Code

90



French Toast & Tasets
Samriddhi Reddy

“Why isn’t the door opening, Ash?” Liv intentionally lowered
her voice so the sound receptors wouldn’t hear. I fumbled
glotiously with the radio controls, finally managing to press the
button that transmitted my voice to Liv.

“The door is double reinforced,” I put my hand to the door. “I
think there’s some sort of deadbolt about 1.7 metres up, can you
reach it?” I heard the crushing silence coming from the radio and
then realised.

“Do you think I can reach it? I stand at a measly 1.2 metres
talll”

“I guess you’'ll have to wait for Beau, sadly.” I leaned against
the doot’s frame and waited for Beau to open the door on Liv’s
side.

I toppled backwards. When I’d finished staring at their slightly
guilty faces and the big sack of whatever they’d snagged, I had
already been pulled up, dragged, and was up and out of the crime
scene.

I was experiencing how a sack of potatoes gets treated on a
daily basis— courtesy of the fact I couldn’t run right now, even if
the Vurea were chasing us. Which, to be fair, they are. My head
pushed itself into the fluff, commonly known as Beau’s cloak. It
smelled like wet sheep, which was somewhat comforting. The
vines are active; it must be dark. I think Beau’s running,

As I lifted my head, I realised that I was lying on the couch, the
same one that was infected with those insects, the ones that ate
everything, except humans and their uncomfortable home. My sword
had been ruthlessly consumed, leaving approximately two pieces of
scrap metal behind, resting on the battered fabric. I wish my bed
were here. I groaned as I felt the price of lying on the cushions.
Immense back pain. I wished that couches and beds were easier to
scavenge.

“Sleeping beauty finally wakes up from his dream of a
comfortable couch?” I shot a look at Beau; if they could kill, I'm
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sure Beau would be dead on the floor, and the grave would’ve
already been dug by yours truly. I stowed my sword in my pocket.

“I might not have needed a nice, long nap,” I said, wincing and
grabbing my head, “if someone didn’t swing the door off its hinges
and knock me out.” My black hair was in tangles, and the cutls
were never coming back without a shower.

I saw a twinge of hurt in his eyes and decided that being
grumpy first thing in the morning wasn’t the best thing. But
French toast certainly is.

“Sorry, I've not had my beauty sleep,” I clutched my head,
“and I feel like I've

not had any sleep— do you get it?” He patted my head, making
my hair worse, and went to do whatever he does during the day.
Consoling myself with the promise of French toast, I headed
towards the kitchen to find that there were no eggs. The andacity to
eat the eggs I stole. ‘I need to drag my sorry butt down to the farm
and steal some eggs.” I opened the cabinet, expecting my cinnamon
and my sugar to be full, like I kept them. I stared them down as
though my utmost horror could magically refill them and inhaled
some very calming oxygen.

I walked to and knocked on Beau’s door. This way, I could
make him go through the misery of trudging through the vines
with me.

“Hey Beau, I need a begrudging companion to go grab eggs,
cinnamon and sugar for my French toast. If you come with me to
the Coles, I’ll forgive you for knocking me out?” I heard a groggy
“one second,” slightly muffled, as doors do to words, that followed
the agreement and grabbed my cloak and sword. My boots slowly
clomped down the stairs with my black cloak pooling at them,
threatening to trip me. While Beau packed practically everything in
the tree house, I decided that we should visit Coles and the wild
chicken plot.

I knew I needed to prepare my legs for the ten-minute walk in
this cloak that had it out for me. So, I did, by giving them a
motivational speech. While lying on the floor. In a starfish.
Because my back decided to reenact a Victorian grandmother.
However, this was the exact moment that Beau decided it was time
to leave, and walked in.

“So, haha, that will never be mentioned again.”

Then we were promptly kicked out by Liv, who said, “Come
back before nightfall, and remember to have fun, kids!”

We’re sixteen.
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Beau tossed me a knife sharpener (a very dangerous act), which
is now being utilised as a sword sharpener, and while I grazed it
along the edges of my sword, watching the vines reform around
the blade, he started talking.

“We need sugar, cinnamon, and eggs. We’ll raid from the wild
chickens. Anything else?” Beau looked at me to make sure I was
listening.

“Yes, I assume we’ll need to go to the cleaning shop, because
your bow looks like it could use some 4efpr”” 1 ducked before he
could swat at me.

“It’s called ‘Cleaners’®” Beau stated incredulously.

“Because mercenaries need to clean their bows, and what if the
Vurea see us?” I rolled my eyes.

“Relax,” Beau said. “The Vurea aren’t patrolling today.” That
should’ve worried me more than it did. It almost gave me a sense
of déja vu to see our wanted photos (really just our cloaks because
the Vurea are incompetent) plastered on poles. Too bad not many
humans come through here. They could’ve been blessed with the
sight of our cloaks. I’'m s#re the massive bugs would recognise us.

I stopped my feet from moving because I realised that they
bhadn’t been there yesterday. Which meant the 1 urea had posted them
today.

Which meant they were here right now.

I realised a second too late.

The taser hit my back.

Everything went white.
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