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 The sun shone over the horizon, as Panetta scurried around her home 

trying to locate her radio earpiece. As she turned around it fell out of her ear 

while running around trying to avoid a fire in the kitchen as the call to evening 

prayer started. Even though she lived in a studio apartment the place was an 

absolute mess. She found the ear piece and cussed under her breath after 

discovering that the lines of communication were still open as she could 

hear a voice on the other side. The head of the FBI was still on the other line 

after having given her the results of the most recent debriefing. After saying 

thank you and apologizing she cut the line of communication, and went to 

the bathroom to perform her ablution. After praying, she opened her laptop 

only to find a message in all red informing her of her upcoming task. 

 In bold letters the words flashed on her screen. It read: Attention: 

You are required in Room 314 at FBI headquarters in 5 minutes. Panetta 

stared at the message trying her best to comprehend it when the realization 

finally set in. She ran to her room and threw on her most formal semi ironed 

blouse and suit that were scattered on the ground. She frantically searched 

her room for her black pumps as she tripped on a pair of flats. She was out 

the door in record time. As Panetta pulled up into the entrance she knew that 

she had crossed at least 2 red lights. As she stepped into the metal entrance 

after scanning her card, she was intrigued by the many people disappearing 

into elevators. Everyone bustling around her with their id cards hung around 

their necks checking behind their backs every few seconds. The first time she 

came here it felt like she belonged. Walking into Room 314 Panetta couldn’t 

help but realize that many top officials were standing waiting for her. Dark 

cherry wood panels lined the wall, and the Persian carpet covered most of 

the ground. 

 “You may take a seat here.” A deep voice boomed as she entered the 

room causing goosebumps to appear on her arms. She looked up to see an 

aging man, with frown lines embedded between his eyebrows.

 Pannetta hurried over to the seat and took her place in the middle of 

the long table. 

 The same man spoke again, “We have evidence that an international 

bank robbery is planned for tomorrow, and we don’t have enough people to 

send because they have been summoned to different places. We have come 

to an agreement to send you in with a team of people to help you with this 

mission. With the knowledge that you have lived in this area prior, we think 

you may be best suited for this mission as well. We have created a USB drive 

for you to access all the high secret information provided. We are certain 

that you will abide by the command to burn it after your mission has been 

completed. Are you alright with this?” 

A Mistake
by Zara Haroon 
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 Panetta thought to herself as she realized that she never had a choice 

to begin with. She shook her head, and said yes as her heart beat fast realizing 

what she had just agreed to undertake. She said thank you and left faster than 

it took her to get ready. As she reached home, she started pacing back and 

forth. Quickly Panetta realized that hiding from the fact wouldn’t do anything. 

As the sun set, Panetta opened her laptop trying to connect her USB. With 

a bright flash the information appeared on the screen blinding Panetta for a 

second. She squinted trying to make out the words. It read: A shuttle will be 

awaiting you outside. The license plate is the following FEXCV. Your flight 

departs from gate B14 at 21:30 pm to Paris, France. Upon arrival you are to 

head immediately to the bank. Your team will be awaiting you. Be no later 

than 6:00 am. Panetta realized that the boarding pass was also attached to 

print out.

 After restarting her jammed printer by dismantling it, Panetta raced 

to her room, and threw some of her closet into a bag, which included her 

so-called ‘essentials’. Within 15 minutes her studio looked as if a storm had 

ravaged it with everything thrown out of its usual place. She tried closing 

her luggage fumbling with the zipper realizing it got jammed. And within 15 

minutes she was out the door after reciting a prayer to keep her safe. 

 Outside she found two vans waiting for her. She figured the first one 

was most likely her ride because the van had the FBI name engraved on its 

hood. She climbed in only to realize that the van was pitch black, and a cold 

feeling crept up her back as someone wrapped an arm around her neck and 

jerked her head back. She clutched the USB trying to restrain by elbowing 

the man. But, the force did little as the attacker still had a firm hold. Her phone 

tinged in her pocket, and her radio earpiece resolved into a static. The man 

clad in black searched her pockets looking for her phone. He grabbed it and 

snickered. 

 “Forgot to confirm the license plate didn’t you, you stupid. Just saw 

the FBI on the hood, and believed it. You gullible idiot.”

 The cloth held tightly against her mouth causing her to go dizzy. Soon, 

the darkness swallowed her as she lay on the ground of the van. 
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 In this world people are born with an item that can give them special 

powers, then jobs like hero and villains emerge and this is the story of where 

I become the number one hero. 

 BEEP BEEP BEEP!  “It’s another day of having powers and enough 

time to get ready. Oh wait, I have a test and I forgot to study. Good thing I can 

stop time to study.” said Hongsin as he walked over to the bathroom to brush 

my teeth. As he looks in the mirror he sees a tiny blue dot.

 “You can go out of there Keato. I know you’re there,” said Hongsin.

 “You’re no fun,” said Keato.

 “Your face is so red, how long have you been in there?” commented Hongsin.

 “1 minute,” replied Keato.

 “You know that you can’t breathe in there,”replied Hongsin.

 “Yeah I know but I want to prank you and have you seen carny,” said Keato.

 “No,” replied Hongsin.

 He walk to the kitchen and ate cereal. “Why so down.” said Hongsin’s mom.

 “Because I have a test today,”said Hongsin.

 “I hope you will get an A +,” said his mom.

 

Hongsin soon packed up and went to walk to school. I see people using 

super strength or water control. And Hongsin thinks that it would be fun to 

have that power but then Hongsin remembers he is going to be late. He ran 

and ran and pulled out a stopwatch and stopped time. When he was there 

he resumed time. 

 At school he goes to his friends and talks but then he goes to class. He 

took the test, yet he stopped time and studied. He goes to get the answers. 

He walked home then he checked hismail then suddenly he got attacked by 

a man with a knife. With a creep smile he charged at Hongsin, then Hongsin 

stood his ground then he grabbed the knife while trembling in fear. The knife 

faded away when he tried to use it. But then pulled up fist and charged at 

him, not ready to die. Then a sword appeared and helped Hongsin defeat 

the man with a black shadow following him. Then he got a knife in his hand 

and realized that he had 3 powers. A professor at a hero school saw through 

a window.

 “Hey kid, I saw what happened. Would you like to go to a hero school? 

What you did was AMAZING” The professor said.

 “Yes, I would love to!”

 Then he went to a new hero course! On the first day they had training 

he was pushed to the limit, making time stop for days and learning sword 

A Power Up
by Aiden Kim

This story is based on/inspired by My Hero Academia!
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technique. Throwing it and summoning the max is costly. Yet at school he 

made friends and he got a new group of friends. They are going on a mission 

and they have to save people and defeat and villains rule over the villain Life 

Stealer. 

 They go to the site and see this huge building with holes and chunks 

missing all over the place. They go to the building of the tree and start to find 

people and help them. They meet a guy with a book and go pull them up with 

them in mind. Gerold goes and uses water to surround him, shielding him 

from the forces. Gerold Hongsin and John. John holds a match and blows fire 

out of his mouth and gets the villain to climb the building. At the top they say 

something they can’t see. 

 They then see the Life Stealer. Gerold uses his skill and so did Hongsin 

and John they charged and they were instantly pushed back. They are pushed 

to the ground. Is it possible that Life Stealers have multiple powers? All of 

them are weak and are weakened. They all are going to go all out. Gerold 

puts on armor and holds a water sword. Rhen John has an inferno burning 

of breath and Hongsin summoned an armor of knives and has a sword they 

charge and win. With a combo move the Life Stealer finale words were, “I am 

your father Hongsin.” Hongsin is shocked and sad that he lives his life freeing 

the world of the greatest villain.

Ancient Tem
ple - Angela Galles
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You don’t need to be pretty, 

you don’t need to be cute,

you don’t need to be anything, 

but a woman.

To men in the streets, its half past six,

and you are nothing but a walking object. 

You are pretty, 

you are cute, 

you are everything. 

But to men who watch your movements, 

steady, and possessive. 

You are nothing. 

But a toy to be touched. 

It’s not all men, but it’s enough men. 

“It’s what you wear,” you’re taught by your mother. 

“you were asking for it,” your schoolmates giggle.

Yet, you’re wearing all the right colors,

bright, yet veiled. 

All the right clothes. 

lengthy, but revealing so that you can be bait 

on a table above a pool full of sharks.

shapeless, but compressed so tight your thighs cant breathe.

Still we are followed around a corner. 

The unease, 

the anger, the nerves, the annoyance

 a 13 year old girl feels,

just for wearing a black skirt past the finger at school. 

The bum that is smacked by a boy as he smiles, and says 

“it was a joke” 

but the taunting laughter follows the girl, all the way to her grave. 

The horror a woman sees when she wakes up to see 

Another,

Another, 

and Another 

woman that was raped and killed. 

Pictures taken, laughter followed, the cloudy vision, 

as she feels as though she has lost herself.

A Woman’s Voice
by Kokomi Flores

TW: Mention of rape, Sexual Assault, Harrassment
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“It’s not a big deal” they’ll whisper.

“Dont lie, you liked it” they’ll flirt.

“What a slut” they’ll shame behind you,

“you’re being too slutty”

“give the boys something to feast on”.

It shouldn’t make you mad,

it’s not right! 

But it’s normal.

All you can do is sit in the silence,

you’re wearing double the clothes.

everything you can cover up

is being covered up by clothes

but you still feel like you’re undressed. 

those eyes peeling off every layer of clothing,

 silently as you hear, “you deserved it”.

It’s not all men, 

but  can you say that to 98% of women in the US 

It’s not all men, but it’s enough,

to make you turn your head every five seconds

It’s not all men, but it’s enough,

to make you wear one headphone out 

just to listen for extra footsteps. 

It’s not all men, but I’m here writing

about the daily life of a girl. 

It’s not all men, then why is it so normal?

It’s not all men, so why doesnt it stop? 

You are made of silver, you are gorgeous,       

 

but to monsters, it doesn’t matter. 

Because you are a 

w

 o

  m

    a

    n. 
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 Where am I? Why am I in this place?  My hands and legs are bound 

with ropes. I can only see black, emptiness that only remains in this room. If 

Naraka (It means hell in buddhism world) really exists in real life, that must 

look like this. Am I being held hostage? What am I going to do? I should cry 

for help! 

 I try to cry for help as loud as I can, but thick duct tape covers my 

mouth. Suddenly, a hanging lantern blinks on. A silhouette appears in the 

room and comes closer to me. At the same time, a sharp smell pokes my 

nostril. It smells like a mixture of blood and a pair of socks that was never 

cleaned in the laundry for more than ten days. It is a boy who seems around 

my age. 

 He is about 5.7 feet tall and has long thick hair that touches on his 

shoulder like the mane of a lion. But his hair is drenched out because of lice 

and blood that cover his head.  He wears white shirt and white shorts, but 

they look almost grey because of the dirt and the blood. He is  smiling so 

Deja Vu
by Stella Pyeon

CONTENT WARNING: VIOLENCE, CRUELTY

hideously that the pale corner of his mouth almost touches the bottom of his 

ears, but  he begins to cry and laugh alternately. The most frightening thing 

about him is that he is holding a bloody axe with his left hand. He approaches 

me and takes out the duct tape that covered my mouth. As soon as I attempt 

to talk, he opens his mouth first and screams.

 “YOU WILL NEVER BE FORGIVEN!! IT IS YOUR KARMA THAT YOU 

KILLED LASDFKLEJDLAJE, KLESJALKDJFE, JDKLFAJEISJDIFJEOADA!”

 He is calling out some of the words  that I never heard before. He 

seems like he is calling out for something that he is missing.

 “Who are they? Who are you looking for?” I ask, still confused.

 “You… you killed my…… friends…..” he stutters, panting.

 What friends is he talking about? Does he think that I am a murderer? 

Why is he blaming an innocent person as a murderer? My mind is swimming, 

but I can’t think of any of those incidents of killing people. Because I am an 

ordinary student.

 “I never ever killed friends of yours. I don’t even know how you and 

your friends are,” I explained, trying to prove my innocence. 

 “No, you are lying…” he mutters, panting viciously like a wild animal, 

“I witnessed everything…. Literally everything you did… I have proof.” 

 He puts his hand in the pocket of his pants and pulls out something 
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from it. They are photographs of something. But I can’t see who is in the 

pictures because of the shadows, and the photos are very blurry. But I am 

pretty sure the things in the photographs are corpses. What’s up with this 

kid?! I haven’t killed any people in my life, not even once! I AM NOT GUILTY!

“What did I do wrong? I am not a murderer!  LEAVE ME ALONE!! I HAVEN’T 

DONE ANYTHING WRONG TO YOU!!” I shout with anger that comes from 

the bottom of my body. 

 He doesn’t answer. Instead, he lifts his axe again. The axe approaches 

me like an eagle, who is ready to eat dinner. 

 “Please, don’t kill me… I have a family like you…” I beg him for the 

last time, but it seems he is not listening to me at all. He eventually stabs my 

forehead. The cold axe penetrates through my skull and heavily touches my 

brain. I can only feel the strongest agony in my life and the warm blood that 

leaks out from my head. Then the room is revolving like a spinning top. I am 

almost going to vomit on the floor of the room, but I do not have enough 

energy to throw up. Suddenly, I black out. 

* * *

 I open my eyes again. I  am in my bed, sweating all over my body. It 

was a nightmare, not a reality! I can feel my muscles from my entire body just 

relieving at the same time so I can barely stand. I am so pleased and thankful 

that I have survived the nightmare. I look around my room to check the time. 

It is already eight o’clock a.m. I run as fast as I can, but at once I remind myself 

that a new student will come to my class. Is the person a boy or a girl? What 

will he or she look like? What’s the new kid good at? I start to imagine how 

the new kid will be like. I open the classroom door with excitement, and 

look around. Oddly, The classroom seems to be empty, but I can only see 

a person reading his book. I approach him to see his face because I feel a 

weird atmosphere around him. When I check his face, I can’t believe what is 

happening. My heartbeat is getting faster, and I start to sweat a lot more. It is 

the guy, who killed me in the nightmare. 
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 It was pitch black. I couldn’t see or hear anything. My ears twitched 

in fear and I could feel cold sweat dripping down my face. Where was I? A 

sudden fear of death flashed in my mind and urgently I started to scatter 

my hands around, touching the objects that surrounded me. The floor was 

jagged wood and the rug of bristly fabric scratched against my skin.  Finally, 

my hand landed on a bulbous item. Lightbulb!  I quickly turned them on to 

find out what was going on. To my surprise it was just a normal room. Or at 

least it seemed like a normal room. There was a bed, closet, table, and chair. 

But I realized that there were no doors or windows. 

 I sat down on the floor and tried to solve a mystery of why I was in 

this room stuck alone. I felt something warm running down my head and it 

was then that the pain set in. All I could remember was getting hit hard in the 

head by someone and being brought here. 

 This frustrated me, and all I wanted to do was escape. Out of panic 

and fear of the approaching darkness, I started to scream and hit the walls as 

Duality
by Chad Yang

hard as I could. I could feel my throat starting to shred while my hands were 

being beaten to a pulp. I slumped over the very wall I was trying to break 

open. The feeling of sorrow washed over me like white flashes, sending my 

mind far beyond the reaches of these walls. 

 I sat back down next to the dirt ridden bed and started to remember 

the days when I went on family trips to the beach. As I thought more about 

them, I felt as though I was actually at the beach. The fishy smell of the salty 

sea and the heat from the sun. I felt like I was in heaven. A sudden loud voice 

woke me up from my dreams and I saw a black figure on the other side of the 

room looking at me. “Hey you,” a familiar voice rang out. I instinctively shot up 

to my feet, preparing to strike the figure. “No need to get riled up. You know 

who I am,” the figure spoke with a tone that was familiar yet so foreign. As he 

started to walk slowly towards me, I felt strong antipathy from him.

 “Who are you?” I asked with a frightened voice. 

 I didn’t notice him before. Was he here the whole time? Was he the 

one that put me in here?

 “Don’t be silly, I am you. I am the very person that you are, inside and out.

 I was confused about what was going on in this room. I asked him 

several other questions about why I ended up here. He explained that we 

were two separate personalities from the same person. As soon as I heard him 

say “two personalities,” everything came flooding back. My other personality 

could not put himself in others’ shoes, which was why I am here right now.

 Then I started to remember little parts of the memory.  
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 I was chowing down on a bowl of chili when my sister approached me.

 “Hey. I need help with something. Could you follow me to my room?” 

she said in an indifferent tone. Even though I was too lazy to follow her, I 

walked with her and sat down on the chair. 

 “So, what’s your problem?” I asked in a worried tone. 

 “I spent all my money on other things and now I have nothing left. 

Could you let me borrow your money?” I was suddenly annoyed. This wasn’t 

her first time asking for money.  I couldn’t understand how she even managed 

to spend all her money. I could feel myself instantly losing control of my body. 

My other personality came out and started to go crazy. Everything happened 

so quickly. I could see him..me?..grabbing the scissors on the table. 

 I cried out, “No!” but it was too late. My hands, covered in sweat and blood, 

started to tremble. I saw the life suck out of her and I shook my head in horror. 

Underground Petals - Ryker Cruz Rivera
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I step onto the gravel partnered with my house.

A smile curves along my face 

and I beamed at the sight of what was away from me.

What stood there was a tall, run-down hoop

where you threw balls into its mouth

and towards its face. 

My hand held the ball and I started to dribble.

I took a shot, missed. 

I took another shot, missed. 

I took another one. 

In.

When the ball went into the hoop. 

It shook. 

The vibrations quickly died down

Excitement of Hatred
by Nari Kim

and it swaying from side to side, 

slowly becoming still again. 

“I made the shot!” 

The only response 

was from the trees’ falling greens.

____________________________________________________________________

“Line up on the red line!” 

We line up at the red line waiting 

for instructions to be told, 

You could smell sweat from each corner of the line.

I heard my heartbeat in my ears and it rings

around my whole head.

The hierarchy of each person represented

from this line we had all formed.

My legs started to become worrisome

and my brain shouted for me to leave.

Volleyball season ended 

so we were doomed to be playing basketball.

We were all given our own color

 it might have been red, blue, or green.

The game finally starts and we all run

trying to put in enough effort so we don’t get in trouble.

One person passed it to another, that person to another,

to another, and then to me like dominos.
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If you look into someone’s eyes

you’ll know who they are 

kind eyes, angry eyes, 

bored eyes, happy eyes, shameful eyes.

Eyes tell a lot of stories.

long stories, short stories, 

scary stories, lovely stories.

Lips speak to the ear.

Eyes speak to the heart.

Eyes
by Daisy (Siqi) Wang
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 Marcus sits beside his grandfather after dark, who recounts tales 

and stories of Christianity and Roman atrocities. He talks about the horrible 

crucifixion of Christ, comparing the Roman people as a whole to demons 

hiding under human skin. Felix continues to state how Rome’s hatred 

of Christians is resurging and Christianity is under attack. The razing of 

churches, silencing of opposition, and the threat of complete extermination 

was increasing exponentially. With each passing word, Felix’s fervor grows as 

his hate for Rome seeps from his mouth and into Marcus’ ears, who gets no 

sleep that night.

* * *

 The sun crests over Aquitania Teria as Marcus and his family pray to 

God in genuine faith. Afterward, they put on a farce of faith to the Roman 

pantheon in an attempt to disguise their true beliefs. They then begin to eat 

some bread and drink some watered-down wine. Marcus fills a linen bag with 

Eyes of the Emperor
by John Hotra

a decent amount of food and slings it over his shoulder. He begins his walk 

out of the house hoping to sell the food to pay for the shoes he busted earlier 

that day. 

 On his way out he’s stopped by his mother, who grabs and begs him 

to conceal his family’s secret. She puts on a bright expression and opens the 

door to greet a man called Tiberius. Marcus crouches behind a nearby wall 

to eavesdrop on the conversation, hearing mention of Diocletian’s recent 

edicts. Tiberius informs them that Rome will not be as lenient to Christians as 

it was in the past, and leaves as suddenly as he had come. Marcus was free to 

walk to the market.

 After a few hours, the roads were hot to the touch and made the trip 

unpleasant. Marcus slowly began speeding up as the brisk walk morphed 

into a frantic attempt to avoid prolonged contact with the hot stones. Despite 

trying numerous methods to alleviate the pain, they all failed to provide more 

than a moment’s comfort. Marcus eventually decided to run the distance in as 

short a time as possible. This way he minimizes the pain and gets a head start 

on the masses at the same time. 

 Marcus had greatly overestimated himself, as one tends to do with little 

experience. He strode with confidence, which was promptly shattered when 

he heard the clopping and rumbling of transportation nearby. Regardless of 

how fast he ran, he was still slower than the horses and carriages that brought 

large amounts of goods and services to and from Rome. Marcus was forced 

to dodge the carriages, who did not care about some unimportant boy in the 

road. When outside of the towns and woods Marcus could safely walk off the 

road and relax, but he was not always offered this luxury. 
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After what felt like an eternity, he saw another road out of the corner of his 

eye. He followed it with his eyes until it began to creep closer and closer to 

the path he was currently walking. Expecting the inevitability of the roads to 

merge, he begrudgingly moved forward towards the nearby entrance of the 

city.

 Tired beyond belief he dragged himself through the decorated 

entrance arch and under the enlarged keystone. It was designed to rope in 

more eyes as if Rome even needed them. It was jarring to see Plebians in 

rags dragging all of their belongings over their back, walking under highly 

decorated arches that seemed to crush people under its wealth. In his foul 

mood, Marcus began muttering to himself. “You’d think an empire with a 

failing economy would spend less on vanity. But no, ignore the problems 

and build more. Expand and swallow up everything in sight as the people of 

Rome starve.” 

 He remained in this miffed attitude until his mumbles began to rise 

in volume and catch people’s attention. Marcus failed to notice a glare here 

and there, but a flick to the ear and a warning was sufficient to shut him up 

and make him keep moving. While walking through the city, he bumped into 

someone and paused, noticing a pair of familiar shoes. Marcus began looking 

up until he made eye contact with Tiberius, whose eyes pierced Marcus’ soul 

with the power of Diocletian.

 Marcus quickly hid his face and began to run as fast as he could 

through the crowded streets. For minutes he expected soldiers to grab him, 

follow him, or commit all kinds of unspeakable acts against him just like Felix 

had said. He ran until he found himself in an alleyway where he could stop 

and breathe. Wild theories ran through his mind as he tried piecing these 

events together wondering if he was being watched and tracked or if he 

was in any danger. Paranoia ramped up until Marcus had mustered enough 

bravery to peek his head out. He scouted the area for Tiberius until he was 

assured of his safety. He scampered out of his hiding spot and finished selling 

the food to purchase footwear so he could leave as soon as possible. 
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For all citizens of the Crystallian Empire:

Those who are weak and strong,

Loyal and brave, large and small;

To plains and jungles we travel.

The wastelands we conquer in our great

Empire; vast and different landscapes

Meet different peoples, find new cultures

At mountain peaks or rivers deep.

The path we take will lead to

Crossroads. Challenges will make you

Prove that you belong.

Your bravery is marked by your

Strength. Together we can topple

Armies and navies. We

Are the survivors, those

Made from the ashes

Of industrial civilization.

People from all over:

 Rejoice in your wealth.

For Those Loyal
To The Empire

by Miriam Beaty

Sim
ba: Lion King - Bella Kim

Sim
ba: Lion King - Bella Kim
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 I heard a lot of things from my mom. She told me stories of how the 

house that she really wanted to build was going nice and smoothly. She 

kept it kind of a secret from me and my brother. She would refuse to tell us 

how the house looked. She wanted to keep it as a surprise for me and my 

brother telling us we will see. When the construction began my mom would 

always mention that the house would have a pool and a big room for me. As 

a kid sitting thinking about a pool and a big room to myself. I ran around the 

apartment with excitement not being able to stand in one place. The rush 

that I got thinking about the random things that I can put into my room. For 

example, a TV and a big table for games, a movie area where we could watch 

a movie or a gym, the ideas that I had while running around. To a point where 

I was exhausted from running around. As years passed my mom would get 

pictures of the house being built as years passed. The house was made of 

red bricks with marble stairs in the middle that you had to go up to enter the 

house. The house looked amazing and on the side it had a pool for the hot 

summer days to cool down. 

Happy
by Eduard Li

 As summer time approached school was about to be finished getting 

the plane tickets and flying out. The excitement of finally seeing the house. As 

the plane landed hours passed that made me anxious sitting in a car going 

to the house and running into the pool house. The pool had a sauna and 

normal sized pool but on the wall it had this amazing professionally painted 

by hand. It was a painting of the ocean that looked amazing. Yet, the house 

is the masterpiece inside entering the doors of the house. It had stairs going 

up made of pure oak wood that were as shiny as a piece of gold. Going to 

the back of the house we had a glass roof where the sunlight could enter the 

house. As I ran up the stairs to see my room I missed my step falling down 

a couple of stairs hurting my knee. This did not stop me from standing up 

and running up the stairs again until I ran into a room with a big bed and my 

own bathroom. After running around laying on the bed that was assembled 

a couple days ago. Running down the stairs to see the living room that was 

huge. The living room had 4 big shelves that had expensive alcohol that will 

never be opened. A big chimney that was never used and probably will never 

be used. Going to the basement where the laundry room is and a wine room 

with another big living room style. That I absolutely loved because it had a 

big couch that you could lay down that we have turned into a PS4 living room. 

The amount of detail the house had. My mom had some of the best people 

to build the house and furnish it. I love going back every year to swim and just 

to relax because it’s not the same living here in Korea in an apartment. 
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- Part 1 -

 

 You find a secluded spot in the lunch room to read your work 

evaluation. Everything seems in order, but wait, what’s this scribbled on the 

bottom?

 

- Listening skills: Needs improvement -

 

 Needs improvement?! How could he write that about me? You lose 

your appetite, but realize you’re going to need some sustenance for your 

next space voyage.

 

 As you carefully tear open your space-lasagna packet, you reminisce 

to the good old days of eating Earth-food. A tear slides down your cheek as 

you realize this is the third time eating space-lasagna this week. You think to 

yourself, ‘so this is where my saga ends.’ The decisions you’ve made in life 

How You Got Into 
A Bioethics Debate 

With A Talking Reptile
by Simon Lee

have brought you to become the most respected analytical chemist on the 

Galactic Space Station, but this space-lasagna is not what you had envisioned 

for all of your hard work. You carefully balance a lasagna-layer on a single tine 

and ferry it to your mouth.

 

 During mid-chew, the space-door slides up and your boss barges in 

and says, “hey! We got a shipment of potassium iodide and lead(II) nitrate 

that just arrived last space-night.” Aggravated, you retort, “can’t you see 

I’m trying to enjoy my space-lasagna here?” You realize you just spat some 

lasagna onto your boss’ shirt by accident, but you pretend you didn’t notice 

(nor do you care). Your boss exclaims, “are you even listening?! The Galactic 

Federation contracted us 20 trillion space-dollars to determine the chemical 

formula of the precipitate that is produced when these two chemicals are 

mixed in their aqueous forms!”

 

 “Did you say 20 trillion space-dollars?!”

 

 “That’s what I just said, why don’t you ever listen to me?”

 

- Part 2 -

 

 You didn’t even get a chance to finish your space-lasagna when the 

alert sounded.

 

 [Attention all analytical chemists on the G.S.S., please report to the 

science bay.]

 

 “Not again,” you mutter, as you shove the remainder of your space-
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lasagna back into its packet. It’s always something on this space station, isn’t 

it? Luckily the science bay was right next door.

 

 You walk in, and wouldn’t you know it, sitting at the other end of the 

science bay was Cornelius C. Corneliuson. And to think your day couldn’t get 

any worse. You’ve known this guy since grade school, that’s how long you’ve 

hated him. For every lab, he’d always make you do all the work. He’s been 

riding your coat tails ever since, but today you were finally going to get your 

revenge.

 

 “What are you doing here?” you ask.

 

 “I could say the same about you.”

 

 You have a few choice words to say, but fortunately for Cornell, the 

boss walked in and interrupted you right before you could let Cornell have it.

 

 “I guess you’re both wondering why I called you down here,” says the 

boss, as he picked at what appeared to be a lasagna stain on his shirt. “Well, 

we intercepted a mysterious parcel, but we don’t know what’s in it.”

 

 “So you want me to work my magic?” you reply.

 

 “You and Cornelius both,” he says.

 

 “I ain’t working with Cornell.”

 

 “Who said you’re working with him? This package, it’s full of different 

metals. The first of you two to identify the aluminum, gets a raise, the other 

one gets jettisoned off my space station.”

 

 You liked the idea of getting a raise, but you liked the idea of Cornell 

getting jettisoned even more.

 

- Part 3 -

 

 So there you were, floating alone in outer space. You can’t believe you 

just got jettisoned off the G.S.S.

 

 “Not again,” you mutter to yourself.

 

 Fortunately they threw you off near another space station.

 

 You reach into your pocket and find a canister of gas. If you pierce 

it, you could probably thrust yourself towards the space station’s entrance. 

Newton, that magnificent genius, he’s done it again.

 

 As you grip your utility knife in prime piercing position, you realize 

you should probably first figure out what the gas was. You know, so you don’t 

accidentally blow yourself up.

 

 So you took out your chemistry equipment and got to work.

 

- Part 4 -

 

 You eventually made your way to the space station. You enter the 
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mess hall only to find a crowd of unfamiliar faces. Some had bug-eyes. Some 

had hundreds of eyes. And some looked reptilian at best. It looked like you 

had landed yourself on an alien space station! But alas, the only real alien 

here, was you.

 

 Well, at least Cornelius isn’t around.

 

 You get your tray and wait in line. The cook drops what looks like 

some kind of lizard on your plate. You like lizards and all, but not on your 

plate, raw, and served whole.

 

 As you sit down, the whole cafeteria grows silent. It feels like everyone 

is watching you, with their eyes, all hundreds of them.

 

 One of the reptilians walks steadfast towards you, his tongue flickering 

at a frequency that could only exemplify anger.

 

 “Human, do you plan on con-s-s-suming that?” the reptilian asks with 

bulging eyes. “How would you like it if I ate one of your fellow humans-s-s?”

 

 “Well if you’re talking about Cornelius, I say go for it.”

 

 And that’s how you got into a bioethics debate with a talking reptile.

Neon City - Eunsaem
 Park
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Sunday, Winter 78, 516 of Era III (The Ephenys Empire)

 “You shouldn’t be doing this,” my brother states. I can feel him glaring at 

me.

 I roll my eyes. “Could you please just humor me for a couple minutes? 

I’m trying to have fun here, James.”

 “What part of ‘Death by Radiation’ sounds fun to you, Violet?” He points 

at the black and yellow signs.

 “Because,” I reply, a couple arrows falling from my quiver and to the 

ground as I heave myself over the fence. “This island is close enough to the 

capitol that it would be in the nuclear exclusion zone. And the old maps I found 

show a valley here.”

 James looks up at the mountain, unimpressed. “And how old were those 

maps exactly?”

 I drop to the other side and start collecting my arrows. “Before the Era of 

Expansion. And before you say anything, yes, I’m aware that we had Earth Mages 

Huntress of Ephenys
by Miriam Beaty

back then.”

 “You mean to tell me that in an Era where earth magic was still 

remembered, they did not terraform a nuclear wasteland, instead taking much 

more of an effort to illusion it into a mountain. Air magic may be common now, 

but it wasn’t back then. The effort it would have taken to bend light this much is 

still virtually impossible.”

 “You can’t terraform a nuclear wasteland. Take the kingdom Seryn for 

example. If we had the power to make more of it habitable, we would have. And 

maybe they would have the good sense not to hate us.”

 I start twisting a broad arrowhead on and off and staring at the stars until 

James climbs over the fence. He knocks on the mountain, in an effort to prove 

that it isn’t an illusion. Nothing happens, so he slaps it.

 “You’re being too aggressive.’’ The illusion is probably coated in stardust. 

Stardust only completely hardens into metal when a harder force is applied, and 

then becomes dust once again. It’s great for invisible armor or when forged into 

Aswil, it’s metal form.

 “Aggressive?” he asks, starting to lean on the illusion. “It’s a wa—”

 James’s voice cuts off as he falls through the illusion, and I find myself 

grinning. I trail after him through the opening. It closes behind me. James looks 

up, annoyed, despite a gleam of curiosity in his emerald eyes.

 I follow his gaze to the massive ruin ahead.

 Tall blocky buildings that used to be majestic are now nothing but 

concrete skeletons and rusted steel spires, all framed by dusty mountains rising 

in the distance. Endless waterfalls flow out of buildings, highlighting intense 

greenery with lovely shades of azure and cerulean. The waterworks must still 

be connected to the nuclear power grid. Rusted metal frames of old world 

technology stick out awkwardly among the exotic cool colors of the flora. What 

used to be a main road is overgrown with the spreading rainforest vegetation.
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 And it’s the most wonderful thing I’ve ever seen.

 I step forward, glancing around and searching for a way through the 

dense foliage. My trained eyes track the small movements of animals; from a 

quick flash here and there, to a beetle flying lazily around my head.

 A small stream runs in front of us, turning and disappearing on the other 

side of the illusion. I stop on the edge, taking in the view before hopping across 

and startling the world with my imperfection.

 Of course, James doesn’t notice the water and plows right through, 

stopping on my side with soaked boots.

 Now closer to the ruins, I can see lampposts lighting up dully, their 

hanging wires sparking and sizzling.

 “How is this place still running?” my brother asks as we trot by an old 

water refinement factory, still chugging out crystalline water.

 A two headed bird chirps at me from a tree branch and cocks a head to 

either side. “My guess, the Embassy’s nuclear reactor is still running.”

 James stops and glares. “You said there was no radiation.”

 “I may have implied it, but I never explicitly said so. Besides, there isn’t 

enough here to harm you unless you eat anyth—”

 A loud roar rips through the air, cutting me off.

 “Well that was rude,” I mutter as James yanks me into an abandoned 

building.

 Together, we climb up an old elevator shaft to a higher floor to get a 

better vantage point. I step carefully, trying not to disturb the ground as I move 

towards the window. The trees block my view so I step onto the vast branches 

and climb along.

 I turn back and give my brother an apologetic look before moving 

forward. I was trained for this kind of thing, he wasn’t.

 Behind me, he sighs, “Not again.” Then his hurried footsteps trail farther 

away.

Once I get a nice lookout spot, I sit on the edge of the branch. The Embassy rises 

before me, shockingly different from the castles I’ve grown up in. It rises almost 

as high as the mountains surrounding, barely poking out of the trees. The whole 

building is a dusty beige, with shattered windows and caved-in alcoves.

 The roar comes again, a shrill ape-like screech that leaves my ears 

ringing. It’s no surprise to me what creature it came from, especially when it 

claws its way around the Embassy’s corner.

 An ahool.

 A great gorilla-like beast that shares many features with bats, such as its 

leathery wings attached to its forearms and large ears. It lets out another shriek, 

and starlight gleams off of its long fangs. Its eyes and wings glow a fiery red. The 

ahool swivels in my direction. It’s ugly, but I’m not going to tell it that.

 It stretches its wings and flies out in front of me, its head just inches away 

from my body. It smells like death and blood.

 “Hello there, Pickles.” I reach out and touch it— her actually — on the nose.

She blinks, clearly confused at the nickname, and my confidence, trying to see if 

it’s all just bravado. Most people are sane enough and run when they are looking 

into the eyes of death. But not me.

 Maybe she’s confused about how she can understand me. My magic is 

rare and hard to come by. It also requires a lot of talent and confidence that you 

won’t kill yourself.

 She lets me climb onto her and fly safely toward what remains of the 

Embassy. The wind hits me like a hard slap, as the ungraceful oversized bat 

tumbles through the air. She doesn’t understand aerodynamics like a peregrine 

falcon, or how to stay aloof like a stork. But it’s good enough for now.

 She’d probably eat me if I shapeshifted into either, anyways.

 She lands on the side of the fallen Embassy, near where the dirt rises in 
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an artificial mountain that buries most of it. Then Pickles screeches and leaves.

 It will probably take a few hours in a hot bath to get rid of the stench she 

leaves on me, but it’s worth it. From this new point, I can see the artificial night 

spread over Ephenys wavering to let in the sunlight that always pierces this side 

of the moon. And I can also see James trying to get to me and muttering to 

himself.

 He gives me a grin when he finally reaches where I stand. “Who was that? 

Honeydew?”

 “No, Honeydew was that rabbit from last year. That was Pickles.”

 “Pickles?”

 “I ran out of fruit names.” I pull out my lockpicking tools and start working 

on the main door.

 It’s too rusty, so I unsling my bow and hit the lock repeatedly with one of 

the ends. James winces at each hit, rubbing his elvish ears.

 “Are you sure that thing can hold?” he asks, motioning to my weapon.

 “She’s Aswil. The only thing that can damage her is the lava from which 

she was forged.”

 Once I’ve dislodged the rust, the doors swing open, hanging down into 

the abyss.

 “Give me your shoe,” I say.

 “What? No. Use one of your knives.”

 I unstrap the sheathed knife on my boot and drop it. It falls out of sight. 

A soft clang hits our ears.

 “Me first,” I command, pulling some rope from my satchel. We secure it 

in a cleat hitch knot to a rust steel spike protruding from the building. “I’m not 

sending you down there alone.

 “Fine by me. I’ll make sure this stays,” he responds.

 Then we descend into darkness.

as you walk away

there is not a look back

not even a slight stop

you’re not fully gone

not from my memory

so just send me a text

but im just a pawn

i want to be wanted 

but im ‘too obsessed.’

not a single hesitation

in what you are doing

i dont see your text

i dont hear your name

it kills me to know that

not a single thing you do

a single word you say

brings you as much joy

as it does for me 

i miss you
by Nari Kim
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Mae, December 31st, 11:30 PM

 Mae looks over the beautiful view of Busan. In one of the most 

prestigious areas in the world, she looks over the view from Haeundae beach. 

The city glimmers in the dark blue sky, the rays of light illuminating the city. 

Her shoes, covered in sand, as she looks straight ahead of her. The deep, 

blue ocean sparkles as the lights bounce off the tranquil shore. Smiling at the 

illustrious view, she takes a photo with her phone, uploading it to her story.

 She sighs, wondering what would happen next. 

 She was stuck, all alone, while couples surrounded her left and 

right. Shoved and pushed around by the crowd, she tried to wash away her 

thoughts. The noises of love and happiness erupt from all around her, yet she 

doesn’t reply back with the energy. Slowly, she gets up to the shore, where 

the waves crash at her feet, making her shoes soggy. She sits down, setting 

her phone aside, so it doesn’t get wet. The waves gently blow over her lower 

Me and You
by Tanvi Kumar

body, covering her with salty water. The waves get gentler as she scoots 

inwards, almost as if they can sense her presence. She traces the ground, 

creating ripples as her fingers glide smoothly through the water. 

Angelo, December 31st, 11:30 PM

 Angelo lays in bed, staring up at his blank ceiling, wondering if he 

could do something for the girl he liked. He reaches his hand out, wondering 

if he should give up on her. What if she doesn’t like him back? What would 

happen to everything they have now? Thinking it over and over again, he 

sighs. He couldn’t take it anymore.

 “God, why does everything have to be so confusing,” he mutters to 

himself, resting his hand above his forehead. “What to do, what to do...”

Mae, December 31st, 11:35 PM

 She didn’t hear the buzzing noises of her phone.

Angelo, December 31st, 11:40 PM

 Throwing his phone aside, he had decided. He was going to do 

something for the girl he admired. Running out of his room at breakneck 

speed, he quickly put on the nicest clothes he could find. Ending up with an 

un-ironed, off-white, button up shirt and messy black dress pants, he runs out 

of his house, his top button left unbuttoned.

 He was going to her, if it was the last thing he’d ever do.
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Mae, December 31st, 11:50 PM

 “Almost midnight,” Mae sighs, under her breath. Another year gone 

by, so quick. What had she managed to fulfill this year? Nothing. Another year 

of her life, wasted. What was there to live for? Everything had been falling 

down, so quickly, so rapidly, that she hadn’t had a chance to think.

 “I wish someone was here, with me.”

Angelo, December 31st, 11:51 PM

 “Shoot,” Angelo realizes. He couldn’t show up empty handed. He 

ruffled his already messy hair, thinking about what to do. He saw a happy 

couple, walking down the street, the man handing the woman a bouquet of 

flowers.

 “That’s it,” he darts off, on a hunt, to find flowers to even try and 

compare to the beauty of her.

Mae, December 31st, 11:55 PM

 Tears start to form in her eyes. The year was over. The same thing 

would repeat over and over again. She needed a new experience, a new look 

in life... but no one was there to help her along the way.

Angelo, December 31st, 11:56 PM

 Almost slipping on the way to the beach, Angelo runs. Almost getting 

hit by a car, stumbling over a rock,  even falling face flat. Through this all, the 

soft blue flowers didn’t get a single scratch. His mouth tingles, and he looks 

down at the sidewalk, to see a deep red liquid on the ground. 

 “I don’t have time for this,” Angelo gets up, brushing himself off for a 

brief moment, then running along his journey yet again.

 On the way, he sees an interesting leaf, catching his eye. He 

backpedals, looking at the shape.

 “Goddammit,” he thinks. “Everything reminds me of her.”

 He picks it up.

Mae, December 31st, 11:59 PM

 By this time, the little hope she had left in her was all out. The 

countdown has begun.

10.

She picks up her phone, swiping away the notification without looking.

9.

She gets up dejectedly.

8.

She brushes the sand from her long, flowy skirt.

7.

Not wanting to leave the beautiful view, she decides to stay, and look at the 
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scenery one last time.

6.

She sighs at the ocean. 

“Maybe I’ll see you soon, old friend,”

Angelo, December 31st, 11:59 PM

5.

He arrives at the stairs, almost falling, the roses almost hurling over the railing.

4. 

He catches the bouquet, running through the sand, frantically searching.

3.

He sees her bow. The special bow he got for her. One of a kind, handcrafted 

himself. He’d recognize that anywhere.

2.

He runs. Faster than he has ever ran before, shoving people out of his way, 

shouting.

“Mae!”

1.

Mae turns around to look at Angelo. Firecrackers explode in the sky, creating 

heart shapes, illuminating the sky behind him. 

Their eyes meet, and a mutual agreement passes through them, no words 

needed.

As if they were soulmates.

Handing the flowers to her, he says,

“Happy new year, my love.”

Maybe she does have something to stay for, after all.
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I still get lost in the night

Lost in my dreaming time

Memories back from fine

Back to get all my time

I still get lost, what’s mine?

Memories back from time

All my thought on at night

All my life’s on the line

I still get lost sometimes

Memories on my mind

Remember we had the mind?

Im gon’ get lost sometimes

memories come back at night

Memories Faded
by Siyun Kwoun

I didn’t expect I would ever succeed

Even I tried my best thinking at night losing sleep

I dread my studying would not be enough to pass my test

And I would fail in every class

I hesitated answering the question I knew was right

And I believe my future was stark

I compared my achievements to everyone else

Which I felt so fragile 

I realize with my all studying how I improve 

And where I started and yet to go 

My journey has changed how I think with every step I take

I know it takes time and patience and takes it slow.                        

My Expectation 
by Cassandra Mae Pelera
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 I moved about the lavish hall of the royal palace with the wet, dirty 

cloth in my hands. I restlessly rubbed the rich, golden frames of rare Greek 

paintings well preserved by professional conservators. There were at least a 

dozen large paintings hung up all around the cream-white coloured walls. The 

hall was overly big, but still gaudy. Four gilded chandeliers were enough to 

blindingly shine the room, despite its size. Royal patterns of curves and crowns 

were delicately embossed onto the marble ceiling, adding to the already 

overwhelming decorations of the room. 

 Standing in the middle of the empty hall, I looked into my wet hands. 

My fingers were damp and wrinkled, and my aprons were covered in grey dust. 

It was the grievance of being a cleaner of the royal palace – lots to clean, plenty 

to do, little payment, no respect. No live creature in the whole palace knew, or 

even bothered to know, the grievances of a mere servant. Except one. 

 I heard soft clicks of enamel heels hitting against the marble floor 

Oath of Kiss
by Bella Kim

from a close distance. I quickly dropped the damp cloth and sneaked into the 

hallway behind the large statue of the dead king.

 The hallway was a safe zone without cameras – one of my handy 

knowledge from five years working in the palace. When I poked my head out 

into the hallway, my tired eyes felt immediately rested and candied. A perfectly 

smooth and V-shaped face sculpted with a long Greek nose, dark eyebrows, 

and curled eyelashes brought pleasure to my eyes. A fluttering sensation 

spread rapidly, even to the very tips of my damp fingers. 

 “Good morning,” his melodic voice whispered lovingly. 

 

 “Morning, Prince Tyler.” At that he let out a soft giggle; even that 

euphonious.

 “Won’t you stop Karina? I’m not your prince.”

 “Then what?”

 “Not sure. Thought I was your boyfriend.”

 “Sure, Prince My Boyfriend.”

 

 “Oh I see how this is, Princess My Girlfriend.” I let out a chuckle at that. 

 

 Mine didn’t sound nearly as beautiful and rhythmic as his, but he still smiled.

 “Fine, you win.”
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 “I knew I would.”

 “Arrogant.”

 

 “Pretty.”

 “What?”

 

 “Pretty.”

 “Who?”

 “You, of course.”  I blushed again. 

 My face was indeed noticeably pretty. I had the perfect face ratio with a 

celestial nose, and my big, round amber eyes added to the showy visuals. I had 

long eyelashes that resembled those of Tyler’s. My face was white and smooth 

– completely freckleless. 

 “So random. Thanks though.”

 Tyler wrapped his strong arms around my shoulder and pulled me in. 

His warmth made my cheeks blush, and I couldn’t pull away. Abruptly, Tyler’s 

face closed down the distance between us, spreading a tingling sensation 

across my red, dry lips.

 I enjoyed the sensation for a split second before I quickly pulled away.

 “It’s full moon day!” My eyes widened like those of a deer in a headlight 

as I gasped and backed away.

 “It’s still broad daylight, dummy. The moon’s not even up yet.”

 “Oh. Right. Sorry.”

 “You can still kiss me tonight. Even under the lights of the full moon.”

 “You know what it costs.”

 “I already devoted my life to you.”

 “Your life. But not your death.”

 “I am willing to devote that too.”

 “Not willing to let you.”

 Tyler sighed but said nothing. When we started our forbidden 

relationship three years ago, we had made a promise never to be broken. No 

kisses shared on the night of the full moon. 

 My lips were a curse – if kissed on the night of the full moon, it bond 

the person to me eternally. It was an oath of life and death. If I died, so did the 

other. If the other died, so did I. Unfortunate as I was, I was born under the 

light of the full moon on the 666th year since the last cursed child. Everyone 

in Europe knew me: a cursed, unfortunate child who could never be loved. 
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Everyone moaned for me, but no one cared for me. Again, except for one.

Drunken with strong shots of tequila, I had been foolish enough to whine about 

the miseries of my poor life to a royal prince on the first day we had met. It was 

what had gotten me his heart, and what had given him the misery of loving me. 

Everyone knew about my curse, but no one knew about our relationship. But 

anyone could, at any time. Dangerous.

 I moved my eyes away from his lips to his Caribbean blue eyes, as 

I softly ran my hands down his arm. He winced in pain. Gently but quickly I 

pulled off his jacket, leaving the bare skin of his arms exposed to my eyes. 

His arms were purple, almost green. Marks of painful bruises were spread out 

through his arms, and probably on the rest of his body too. With a throbbing 

pain in my heart, I looked into his eyes; it was still crystal blue, but it seemed 

slightly darker, shaded with melancholy. 

 “Your mom? Queen Joanne did it again right?” I asked quietly.

 “Yeah… came into my room with a bottle of champagne in her.”

 “Alone?”

 “With some dumb guy, I suppose.”

 “Augh.”

 “You know she’s been like that for a long time. Three years now, right? 

Since my dad died.”

 Before I could spit out another curse word at Tyler’s pathetic mother, a 

loud chime of the royal bell echoed through the floor. 

 “I gotta go now. See you later.”

 I waved at Tyler, despite my rising urge to stop him and kiss his lips. 

Stop. Control yourself.

 Habits were a scary thing. Endless reminders to myself weren’t enough 

to help me forget about the temptation, but my sanity kept it down. Instead, 

I softly grabbed a broomstick nearby and trailed Tyler along, pretending to 

sweep the floors. I needed at least one more second with him. We made quiet 

jokes on the way up to Tyler’s room, and slowly, my pretended motions of 

sweeping became lazy.

 As we stepped onto the second floor, a strong force yanked the broom 

out of my hands. Before I could understand what was going on, the wooden 

handle of the broom blew its force at my face. I fell down to the ground, and 

a pained yelp from Tyler followed the sound of my helpless body crashing 

onto the floor. Flabbergasted, I scrambled back up, only to see Queen Joanne, 

furious at finding out her son’s filthy secret. Red-faced, the queen incessantly 

lifted the broom high into the air and brought it back down onto Tyler’s fallen 

body.

 “Guard!” the Queen screeched.

 Immediately, two guards, well protected in heavy metal suits came to 

drag me away, and my best struggle to be set free didn’t help. I stared at Tyler’s 
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collapsed body getting beat up by his very own mother before I was thrown 

onto the cold marble floor.  There was red blood dripping down the corner 

of his mouth. His dirty blonde hair was messy, and his broad shoulders were 

hunched in an attempt to protect himself from the hits. 

 The large red-velveted doors closed on me, and I was isolated into a 

cold room. The image of Tyler haunted my thoughts. My fault. I should’ve never 

dated him. Curled up in the corner, I trembled with fear – not for myself, but 

for Tyler. Was he even alive? Every time I heard echoes of Tyler’s loud cries, I 

jerked my head up in surprise, all to realize I was hallucinating. The room was 

completely sound-proof. 

 It had been two hours. No, three. Or four. I couldn’t tell. I had stayed 

trapped in complete darkness with the coldness of the marble floor numbing 

every inch of my body. I wasn’t fed either. Starving me to death, of course. I 

stared into the dusty mirror leaning on the opposite wall. My dark hazelnut hair 

tied into a bun was messy and unorganized. My amber eyes seemed almost 

as dusty as the mirror, shadowed with fear. My long eyelashes were wet with 

endless tears dripping down my smooth, white face.

 “Karina…”

 Hallucination. I buried my head in my knees.

 “Karina…”

 Stop hearing things, Karina. Pull yourself together.

 “Karina, look back.”

 Trying to cancel out the voice calling out, I stared back into the mirror. 

I let out a short but contained gasp as soon as I saw the reflection. There was a 

tall, familiar figure leaning against the curtains on the far back wall. Tyler. 

 “How..?”

 “We have to go.”

 “Tyler…”

 He glided down the floor with his long legs and grabbed my hands. His 

face seemed weary. Despite his beauty, his colours seemed to be faded, except 

those of his eyes. The vivid blue of his eyes reflected a strong determination.

 “We don’t have time, Karina. I’ll explain as we go.”

 Without processing my thoughts, I followed Tyler to the back wall. He 

jerked open the curtains and revealed an open window.

 “Did you..?”

 “Climb the walls and come in through the window? Yeah. I had to see 

you, but too many guards.”

 I carefully stepped onto the windowsill and lowered my body to climb 

down the wall. My thin servant uniform wasn’t enough to protect me from an 
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icy night breeze, but the fire in my heart didn’t die out. The wind ignited it even 

more, and I felt energy burst through my body. With Tyler’s careful assistance, 

both of us finally touched the soft grass of the royal garden. Without hesitation, 

we ran across the field, towards the side entrance. There were no guards there. 

I could barely breathe with the cold wind hitting my face, but I couldn’t stop. At 

least for Tyler. 15 metres. 10, 5. We were nearly there. If only life was that easy. 

 Queen Joanne stepped from behind the tree, blocking our way. We 

skidded to a sudden stop, almost slipping on the damp dirt. Devastated, 

I waited for her loud call for the guards. Surprisingly, she remained calm. 

Dangerous. Her upturned green eyes resembled those of a venomous snake, 

eyeing us carefully, filled with silent rage. 

 “Taking a night stroll? Or I should say, a night run.”

 Her every word was a dangerous warning. Every hiss of words cut 

through my hopeful heart, threatening to pull the hopes apart. Next to me, I 

could hear Tyler heaving out a shaky and terrified breath. 

 “You, with those filthy lips of yours, think you are worthy of loving a 

royal prince? My own son? You should’ve been killed a long time ago. Pity my 

stupid husband was foolish enough to make you a royal servant.”

 The queen subtly slid her long fingers around the cold, metal handle 

of the sword. Abruptly, Tyler dropped to the floor and grabbed a big rock 

by the trunk of a large tree. Queen Joanne had pulled her gilded sword out, 

but she was too late. Tyler’s strong, muscular arms swung in the air and hit 

Queen Joanne’s head with the large rock. Cold air dried my mouth as my jaws 

dropped open, but no sound leaked out. Queen Joanne, letting out a short 

cry, fell to the ground, dark carmine blood dripping down her face. Tyler threw 

the stone down on the collapsed body of the wretched Queen and pulled me 

behind a tree.

 “Kiss me.”

 “What?”

 “Do it! Please. The full moon’s up now. If you die, I die. If I die you die. 

The Queen can’t hurt us.”

 “Tyler, you know her better than that. She’s going to kill me.”

 “I won’t let her. And if she does, you won’t be alone.”

 “I can’t do that.”

 Pushing me up against the hard barks of the tree, Tyler hurriedly leaned 

down and tried to push his lips against mine, but I pushed him away. I already 

had hot tears uncontrollably dripping down my face. I couldn’t. Not to Tyler. 

But I could do it to someone else.

 Collecting herself from the shock she’d received, Queen Joanne found 

her sword again and pulled herself back up. Her cold, serpentine green eyes 

were seething at the blow she’d received. She pointed her long sword straight 

at me, ready to charge at me. A mistake. Tyler threw his body to put me behind 

his back, but I didn’t let him. I moved my body out of his defence and charged 
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straight at the maleficent queen. I closed my eyes, feeling the cold blade of the 

sword ripping through my soft stomach skin. The sharp tip ripped through the 

front and made it through the back. Warm, red liquid stained my grey apron 

and dripped down. 

 The red, thin lips on the Queen’s face curled into a smile, pleased 

to have finished me. Not yet. I fell onto her bony shoulders, smothering my 

blood-covered lips against her bare skin. Queen Joanne slowly lost her grip on 

the sword and we fell to the ground together, facing each other. Her eyes were 

filled with a mix of anger and desperation. Bewildered but helpless, the Queen 

lay, trying to resist her coming faith. 

 Tyler collapsed onto his knees next to me, pouring our uncontrolled tears.

 “Why… why…” His voice was clogged and hoarse. He tightly clenched 

my hands, as if to stop my life from leaving my body. 

 “Tyler, I’m sorry.”

 “Why did you do it…”

 “Your mum would’ve done anything to get rid of me. Even if it meant 

losing you.”

 “I would’ve liked that better.”

 “Live, Tyler. You must. People need a king like you.”

 Tyler leaned down to press his lips into mine, but nothing happened.

 “I already used the curse once. It doesn’t come back until the next full 

moon day.”

 “Stop… stay with me please.”

 “I’ll always be by your side.”

 Choking at the bitter taste of pure despair, Tyler buried his head into 

my wounded stomach, unable to save both himself and me from the pain we 

were feeling. Straining the last of my energy, I placed my hands on top of his 

messy hair, stroking it gently.

 At the very last moment of my life, the tips of my rough fingers tingled 

with the sensation of Tyler’s soft hair. Even then Tyler’s endless sobs were 

melodic and rhythmic: a sweet lullaby fading the bright amber of my eyes, just 

like a dying fire.
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It’s a beauty in the struggle

Ugliness in the success

Listen to my words 

Hear my signal of distress

Growing up in the city

I know we have less than others

Compared to some of my friends

We were blessed

And life cannot be a fairytale

It all depends on what we do

Be grateful for everything

Poor but Grateful
by Ayden Jun

 How privileged was I, being able to attend a prestigious school in Korea.

 Surrounded by people that were not as privileged as I am, I felt ants 

crawling all over my body. I sensed a feeling of jealousy, whispers, envy. 

I felt like I did not belong there. Nevertheless, I sat there in the class, the 

teacher started her lecture. As she spoke could hear the teacher’s accent, 

saying ‘sex’ instead of saying ‘six’, which showed me how lucky I was having 

my parents that gave me a wonderful education. Yet, to be retrospective I find 

some great things about that school. As I was moving to another classroom, 

I found myself in the presence of a strict math teacher, who was teaching 

advanced mathematics that I had trouble solving myself. She showed me the 

level of Soviet mathematics, lacking in foreign languages, yet outstanding in 

mathematics, science, and Russian literature.

Privileged
by Eduard Li
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Red String 

that connects 

you to your

other half.

A pull from

your pinky,

when near

your soulmate.

Despite your string

getting twisted 

and tangled.

The lostness 

of love,

yet the other end 

of Fate.

Red String of Fate
by Alyssa Mae Toledo

10 seconds left in the shot clock

We all knew who would have the last shot

Inbounder throws the ball to Steph

Steph takes his time to set up his game

He dribbles up the middle of the court

Defender tries to reach for the ball and misses it

In that short amount of time Curry decides to go for it

Three, Two, One

The shot goes up

Everybody focuses on the ball

Stadium suddenly becomes silent

Slowly the ball draws the arc

Spinning backward slowly

Without touching the rim

It goes through the net

Swish

As soon as ball goes through the net

Buzzer went off

Crowd all stand on their feet 

Screams fill in the stadium

Game over

Steph Curry
by Chad Yang
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Reflection - Tobias Tuomalaa

Contracts and Conspirators

 The carriage bumps along the path, as if trying to shatter the illusion 

over me, making me look like Duchess Ekaterina. The knights and maids’ 

laughter accompanies their heavy footsteps churning the snow into a brown 

slush. Greetings are called out as we pass through the gates, gathering 

together for the Grand Princess’s wedding.

 A shiver runs down my spine through my connection with Cemihca, 

who’s hidden herself under snow. Ice crystals form on the edges of my vision, 

and I send a mental thought to her. Just a couple hours more.

 The marble walls of the Maryan palace rise up, the fading sun 

glistening off of the colorful onion domes. The palace is a bright contrast to 

the surrounding gloomy stone walls that keep it from being mistaken as a 

large mound of snow.

The Council of 
Serpents

by Miriam Beaty
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 A slave opens the door to the Duchess’s carriage and helps me out. I 

can’t help but steal a glance at him. He has the tall, heavy build and dark skin 

of all Sierrans, accompanied by a crescent moon burned into his forehead, 

marking him as a Tsar’s slave. His aura is a dull gray, the color of someone 

who’s given up hope.

 But of course, I can’t help him now. So I shove away my pride and turn 

away without a second glance.

 Following the Dukes and Duchesses is almost too easy. Just as it was 

easy to sneak into The real Duchess’s estate and lock her in the basement. 

Though, hitting her with a chair might have been a little excessive.

 Lush purple carpets blend into marble walls gilded with gold. White 

and gold, just like home. But this isn’t home. At home there’s no slavery or 

witch burnings.

 A young noble taps my arms, startling me from my thoughts.

 “Duchess Ekaterina Olegovna?” he asks. He has the golden hair and 

pale complexion of most Maryans, and hazel eyes.

 “Baron Vasiliy Makarovich?” I respond, knowing very well who he is 

and the efforts he’s made to find Altepe. I don’t trust him, even if his reasons 

aren’t as nefarious as the Tsarevna’s.

 “Tsarevna Ioanna would like to see you.”

 “Where is she?”

 Vasiliy looks confused. “She is in her rooms, Duchess.”

 “Oh, silly me. Would you mind taking me there? I am unfamiliar with 

this place.”

 He smiles, his aura shining blue with happiness. I almost feel bad, 

exploiting the uses of a young man like him. I’ve already seen the blueprints.

 The baron leads me out and down the hall. Up a sweeping staircase 

and past a hothouse. Up another and through twisting and turning hallways. 

The warm gold and white marble plays tricks on my mind.

 The purple replacing everything that should have been red reminds 

me that this isn’t my home. I haven’t been home in a long time.

 Finally he knocks on an intricate mahogany door. A maid answers the 

door, glancing between Vasiliy and me.

 “Duchess Ekaterina? Come right this way. Baron Vasiliy, you are to 

remain here for the moment.”

 The sea of calm green makes me realize two things. One, Ioanna 

knows what I am and who I work for, and two, she has a plan. But I move 

forward gracefully, following the maid into the Grand Princess’s rooms. When 

I reach where she is, Grand Princess Ioanna Marya Valerevna dismisses her 

maids and has them shut the door when they leave.
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 “Finally,” Ioanna says, fluffing her hair, then laying her hand over 

the moonstone bracer on her right arm, signifying her courtship. After the 

ceremony today, her other arm will be adorned with the gemstone. “Are you 

really a member of the Council of Serpents?  Or are you just someone they 

trust?”

 Her icy eyes are accusing, but her aura is a pleasant blue, ringed with 

teal fear.

 I laugh, knowing full well what she wants to do with my guild, “Darling, 

did you expect them to send a Council Member to almost certain death?”

 She seems a bit taken back by my question. But she quickly recovers 

and asks, “Yes, I did. Are you a member of the Council?”

 I give a slight curtsy. “Of course I am, Darling. And I know exactly why 

you asked me here.”

 “You do?” The teal flares up in her aura.

 “You want me to steal something for you,” I lie.

 Ioanna calms down a little bit, content with the Council’s apparent 

stupidity. “I want you to steal from me,” she corrects, speaking to me as if I 

were a child.

 And then she wants to pin it on The Council of Serpents and be given 

a reason to destroy Altepe. Destroying Altepe will pave her way to completely 

conquering Xiao and Sierra.

 On the other hand, if she follows through, the Council and I have a 

very good reason to destroy Marya.

 “What am I taking?” I ask.

 “You have the luxury of taking all you can carry. Come back here when 

you’re done with the vault and I will hand over the real prize.”

 Real prize being certain death, of course, I think to myself. “I’m in.”

* * * * *

 Vasiliy is still waiting outside, but his aura turns a confused yellow 

when I explain where I need him to take me. As if I wasn’t planning on raiding 

the vault on the way out anyways.

 But once I show him the proof that I’m fetching something for the 

princess— her personal key —he seems eager to bring me there.

 He offers me his arm, which I take, noting the absence of cuffs around 

his forearms. I almost frown. Baron Vasiliy isn’t married.

 And an alliance between his lands and the real Duchess Ekaterina’s is 

something I can’t afford.

 My own wrists feel bare, almost weightless without my own. But 
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Duchess Ekaterina is single, and giant chunks of blue obsidian and gold are 

hard to illusion away.

 “We have arrived, Duchess,” Vasiliy says in his slightly raspy voice.

 I gladly release his arm and hand the key over to the Vault Guards, 

explaining that I need to find a necklace for the Princess. They open the doors 

but do not follow us in. Strange. They either must be in on the plan or be sure 

that Ekaterina isn’t the greedy duchess she’s known to be.

 Inside is the most beautiful room I’ve ever seen. Towers of gold and 

silver. Kokoshniki on head-shaped stands, and diamond jewelry. Gowns of 

silk imported from Xiao. Mounts of jewels, priceless paintings.

 But what draws my gaze the most are the Altepi artifacts. Stolen pieces 

of my homeland.

 “What is it you are looking for exactly?” Vasiliy asks.

 “I am looking for something. You are staying here..”

 He stops and blinks several times before backtracking. I head 

towards the Altepi jewels. The jewelry is chunky and gold, inlaid with jades, 

chalcedonies, and obsidian. And they belong to the Council.

 So I pull my bag of holding out from under my skirts and swipe the 

stolen artifacts. Then comes random expensive pieces of jewelry, nothing the 

Grand Princess would miss. Couple of coins here and there. And finally, the 

Tsarina’s diamond and pearl kokoshnik, replaced swiftly with a fake. Cherami 

made sure to magick the fake so it will shatter upon touching Ioanna’s hair. 

Tested several times on Nex, because Ioanna is Nex’s sister and they share 

the same DNA.

 Not that anyone here knows how DNA works.

 I pull the bag back over my head and make it invisible. A diamond 

necklace catches my eye and I pick it up. It will serve its purpose.

 Something stops me in my tracks, though. A gilded mirror standing 

about twice my height. Ekaterina’s reflection stares back at me. My vision 

darkens and the colors change. It’s just me, staring back at myself. No illusion.

 But there’s something off about the reflection in the mirror. I step to 

the side, and on the throne behind me is a man. A very familiar man. He’s 

extremely handsome, and tall. He’s lean for someone his height but just 

enough that he couldn’t be called a beanpole.

 His slitted eyes are a dusty red, like stale rage. His clothes are fine, 

made of black and purple smoke, and he has the tail of a king cobra instead 

of legs. The man’s perfectly tanned skin has faint gray patterns, mimicking a 

cobra’s, as well as gray and black hair. His aura glows with a mix of crimson 

rage and gray depression.

 “I hope I’m not interrupting anything important, my dear,” he says in 

his beautiful, silky voice.
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 I whip around, expecting to see him on the throne.

 “Now, now, princess, don’t expect me to actually be here. This world 

is rather dull, isn’t it? That is why you were banished here of all places.”

 I turn back to face him, and he’s no longer on the throne. He’s right 

behind me. “Get out of my head, Sarcraeus,” I reply, trying to sound confident 

and in command. In reality, I sound almost as terrified as I am, my voice 

wavering and a bit too high.

 He laughs. “You’re adorable. You may pass for a Sierran with dark skin 

like yours, or a Xiao with your magic, or continue to pretend you’re Altepi. 

My princess, you’re not of this world. We are immortal, we were made to rule 

these pathetic individuals. Just give in to the madness and—”

 “—NO! I don’t know what game you’re playing, but I refuse to be one 

of your pawns again.”

 Sarcraeus smiles, showing fangs and he pulls my reflection’s hair away 

from her face. My own hair moves as well, pulled by some invisible force. “I’m 

offering to make you an empress, a Tsarina, if you will. And we both know that 

I’m far more deserving of a woman like you than that… What is your mortal’s 

name? Piers?”

 “Leave him out of this,” I snap.

 “Think about it, you grew up being told that loving a mortal would 

make you one as well. And it didn’t. Don’t you feel like that is a sign? He’ll 

die in fifty years and you will be left alone again, a heartbroken girl in her 

twenties. But me? I’ll be here forever.”

 It’s tempting, it really is. But I can’t. So I shut my eyes and pray he 

leaves me.

 Then he leans down, his breath warm and damp against my ear. “Just 

say one word and I’m yours.”

 “Duchess Ekaterina? Are you alright?” Vasiliy asks, lightly shaking 

my shoulders. Sarcraeus is gone, but his bloody but ashes scent remains, 

assaulting my nose with the smells of death and rage.

 I step away quickly. “Why would I not be?”

 “You were standing there with this pale, blank look on your face.”

 “Well I am doing just fine, as you can see now. And as I mentioned 

before, you are to wait at the vault entrance.”

 “Sorry, your Grace.”

 “All is forgiven. I was just about to leave anyway.”

 The walk back to the Grand Princess’s rooms is quick.

 The maids quickly usher me in and then leave me alone with Princess 

Ioanna. I hand her the necklace so she can make sure everything is in order. 
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Then I promptly sit down in front of her mirror and start messing with her 

cosmetics while she isn’t paying attention.

 “Do you play chess, Tsarevna?”

 “Of course I do. So, who is your Tsar?” Ioanna asks.

 “We don’t have one. We have a Council and the Council has an inner 

circle.” She has some nice powders.

 It would be a shame if someone mixed those.

 When I finish ruining her very expensive makeup, I turn back. She’s 

staring down at a wrapped bundle longingly. I make an impatient noise and 

she hands it to me.

 “No pay?”

 “It is all contained here, Duchess.”

 “Good.” I don’t trust that at all. It glows with a faint purple aura. 

Probably a snake or something she expects will kill me.

 “I trust you didn’t take anything that wasn’t yours?” Ioanna narrows 

her eyes. A smile glints in her aura.

 “You could. I wouldn’t if I were you. Only fools trust thieves.”

 “I will keep that in my thoughts next time I need your services.”

 “Please don’t ever call again, Tsarevna.”

 “And be careful. The prize is fragile.”

 “I’ll keep that in my thoughts,” I reply and head towards the window.

 I’m halfway through and balancing on the ledge when I turn around 

and say, “You should probably make sure you have a better reason than theft 

to attack the Council. Checkmate.”

 Then I swing on the edge of the window and start running along 

the narrow ridge, glancing down at the sloped roof and the ground below. 

Ioanna’s furious screeches follow me out the door. A mound of snow piled 

along the walls shifts, and a giant winged serpent bursts through and flies up 

to the top of an onion dome.

 I grin at the screams and attempts to bring Cemihca down with arrows 

and spears. Her rainbow feathers change to mimic the white snow and the 

coming storm.

 My smile falters as I notice the ice building up on these ledges. Each 

step must be careful. I hold onto my prize in one hand and the wall with the 

other. My dress makes it hard to see what I’m standing on.

 I should have thought this through.
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Darkness pulls me in,

My feet sink into the sand, into the sea.

Where the bottom is, what is beneath my soles, 

I do not know. 

 

But I feel. 

Cold shadows swirl around my fingers,

drawing my body further in.

The waves hit stronger and rougher,

the water pounds against my chest,

the winds blow fiercer through my hair.

The silence of the sea engulfs my soul;

the roars of the waves whip against my heart.

 

Like a whale, I become one with my surroundings. 

Keep traveling along the sea although 

There is more than what my ears and eyes can know.

Sounds are muffled, but I hear the voice from me, 

My eyes are closed, but I see home.

In silence, I learned to hear, 

In darkness, I learned to see.

The Ocean
by Liz Kim

World War Z - Ryan Sim
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 It was a bright Monday morning. The sun was shining and there was 

not one cloud in sight. Five groups of friends were walking to school from all 

directions. The old leaders of the group left. 1 day after the old leader left, 

five new leaders were there. It had been a week since the new leaders arrived 

at Nevermore. Everyone in the groups were discussing the skateboarding 

competition after school. Some girls who weren’t going decided to go to 

the salon, then shop, after that they would eat in a 5- michelin star restaurant. 

When all of that was done they would have a slumber party at Haven’s house. 

Haven was a kind, socially conscious, and giving person. Everyone loved her. 

She was the assistant of Ashlika. Ashlika was teaching her to become a leader. 

 The groups passed streets and shops. The girls in Malancy’s group decided 

that after school they would go to some shops and then eat dinner in a 

restaurant. Some of them stopped by the shops on the way to school.

  One shop caught everyone’s eye. The shop’s display was so majestic, 

sublime and bright. It had five models. 4 models described the season. Two 

The Quest For 
Adventures

by Ramsha Haroon

models were bright and colorful. The other two were a little more dark and 

less colorful. The fifth one was the best of all. It was so spunky, chic, and classy. 

The embroidery fit the outfit so perfectly. 

 They stopped by other shops. Some girls from Schmidt’s group 

decided to go shopping for themselves and their boyfriends. They stopped 

by the mall next to a fancy restaurant they would later go to and decided to 

go check it out. Everyone knew they would be late as usual. The inside was 

as if they had just walked into the most majestic fairytale book ever. Not one 

space was empty. There were shops literally on top of eachother. Salina from 

Schmidt’s group was the queen of the group. She announced that all the girls 

she owns (meaning all the girls in Schmidts’ group) would come here after 

school and do a small shopping sprint for the rest of the week. Then they 

would eat at the restaurant next to the mall. Go shopping, rent a hotel there, 

and go to the most expensive cafe there.

 It was all set. They were not going to go to school for the week and 

they would skip the exams. I guess they would have to fail yet another year. 

Lucky for them they could bribe the teachers and the headmaster. They could 

tell them the group would give them 5 trigazziolon copsecos for skipping the 

exams. Obviously they would agree like other years. 

 Copsecos was the currency for Nevermore. One copsecos, would be 

18.937 quadrillion USD. 

 When the other groups continued walking they started talking about 

the designs on the Wagon Wheel Car Train Tractors ( WWETT ). Some groups 

started doing a challenge. They would see two WWETT and they would 
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compare. The highest vote for only one challenge would get 1 copsecos 

from Schmidt’s group. There were 743 challenges in total. The group with the 

highest points was Hiudar’s group. They won 289 copsecos. The second place 

was tied. Ashlika and Malcany’s group both got 187 copsecos. Vioka’s group 

got last position. Her group got 98 copsecos. Everyone was so surprised that 

Hudar’s group won. 

 When everyone had gotten to class they had to introduce themselves, 

since it was the first day of school. Ashlika’s group went first. The leader had 

more time to introduce themselves than the followers. 

 One group’s leader was Ashlika who was with the kind and caring 

one. The students in her group do lots of charities and help people. Vioka 

was with mean, sassy, and bossy people. Schmidt was with the rich, bossy, 

and disrespectful people. Malancy, was with the group with surprising, funny, 

and suspiciousing people. Hudar was with the studious, and erudite group. 

Some of the old students were talking about the roles each student had in the 

groups. They were excited that Ashlika, Hudar, Schmidt, Vioka, and Malancy 

were the group leaders.  

* * *

 After School, Hudar and his group set up a meeting to prepare for 

the math test tomorrow. But the issue was that today was the skateboarding 

competition. Everyone went there except for the 5 group leaders. Hudar 

decided to take them to his house. Hudar told the group leaders to sit down 

or look around, while Hudar got some snacks and refreshments. His older 

sister and brother were out of town because they went to college. Both of his 

parents went to look after Hudar’s grandmother. They left Hudar in charge 

for 2 weeks. Hudar’s parents said that if Hudar had any trouble, call his baby-

sitter and she would come. 

 The four group leaders looked at the first floor. It was so mystical. 

Couches were aligned perfectly. There was not one piece of dust. The room 

felt vibrant. The scent was charming. It smelled like brand new roses. The 

decor was all new. The pillows on the couches were straight up. They walked 

staggerly, amid making sure they didn’t drop anything. Then they asked if 

they could go to the second floor. Hudar looked at them and told them that 

it was fine with him. Hudar also said after they look at the second floor they 

could go to the basement. The five group leaders would then study in Hudar’s 

room. 

 When the 4 group leaders went to the second floor, a staircase opened 

all the way down the hall to the left. Everyone was so surprised and started 

to shake. What could be in there they thought. What could that staircase 

possibly bring to them and the house? They all went to see what it was. The 

staircase led to a secret room. Schmidt decided to go and see what it was 

first. Vioka, Malancy, and Ashlika heard a scream. It was Schmidt.  They were 

shaking briskly. They were bewildered. Their eyes opened wide as if they had 

just noticed a death. What happened to Schmidt? They all jumped back to 

life and ran up the staircase. When they entered no one made a sound. In a 

blink of a second everything went blue for everyone. 

* * *

 Ashlika woke up in a disgusting stable. Schmidt stood over her. She 
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sat up and screamed.

 “Shut up, idiot. We’re not in Nevermore. Be quiet.” Whispered Schmidt 

in a harsh voice. 

 “Where, Where, arrr-ee wee.” Ashlika said in a somber voice. 

 That meant she was about to cry. Tears started to roll down Ashlika’s 

eyes.

 “Where are we Schmidt, Where are we?” She said between her tears. 

She started to shake Schmidt’s arms as Schmidt sat down in front of her. He 

took her in his arms and began to soothe her. It didn’t work very well. Ashlika 

tried to pull back but Schmidt didn’t listen. Asklika began to sob.

  “There, There, now now. It’s all right. We’ll find out soon enough.” 

“I WANT TO GO HOME,” Ashlika shouted between tears. 

 She went to the stable door and opened it. There stood what felt like 

thousands of people. She quickly closed the door and ran to Schmidt.

  “There’s people outside the door.” Ashlika said in a nervous voice. 

 “What do we do now?” 

 “OPEN THE DOOR NOW” Screamed a voice from outside. 

 People started to bang on the door. It sounded like a thousand 

gunfires. Flames started to emerge from beneath the stable door. More 

people started banging on the other door in the back. Then ice cold winds 

started to form near the back door. It felt as if they were in Antarctica. 

 Just then, Ashlika found an exit. Right there on top of them was a 

window. Schmidt and Ashlika discussed the plan. They would grab all the tins 

and barrels and stack them. They found a large ladder. Schmidt would go all 

the way up and stack. When he got to the top, he would help Ashlika get up.

When both of them were at the top, Ashlika opened the lock on the window 

with a bobby pin from her hair. She went up first. She held onto Schmidt, as 

Schmidt knocked down the barrels with a stick. Just as they were locking the 

window, the door flew open. Everyone started looking everywhere. 

 “They must have escaped,” said one man riding a horse.

  “We will have to blend in,” Whispered Ashlika. Schmidt nodded in 

agreement. 

 In the meantime, Vioka and Malancy were trapped in Enchanciya. But 

they don’t know that yet. 

 Vioka fell on the hard castle grounds. It smelled like a dungeon. It also 

looked like a dungeon. 

 “Who’s there,” screeched a voice. 

 Vioka sat up and ran to the nearest depository. It was small, and it 

smelled. But Vioka still pushed through.
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 “Looks like you don’t know who I am. Well I’ll tell you. I am Nadalio. 

I am the guard who guards this room. This room is full of treasures. So I was 

told to guard it. It looks and smells like a dungeon for a reason. But they are 

the most valuable and worthy treasures in all of Enchanciya here. Looks like 

there’s no one here after all. That’s sad. I would have loved to scare guests. 

And get them stuck in the real dungeon.” 

 Vioka let out a minor sigh. So this is the place. Enchanciya. I see. And 

I am stuck in the castle. I wonder where Schmidt, Ashlika, and Malancy are. I 

hope they are safe, Vioka thought.   

 A couple minutes later someone grabbed the handle of the depository. 

Vioka started freaking out. Vioka didn’t know what to do. She started to panic. 

She tried to move the jugs and get to the very corner of the depository. But 

the issue was that the depository was so tiny. 

  Then it was too late. The depository door opened. She could feel 

someone breathing heavily. Just then a voice came. 

 “Is there anyone there,” Someone whispered with a scared lump in 

her throat. 

At first Vioka was frightened.

 “Ye-ye-yes, who are you,” Vioka managed to say at last. 

 “My name is Malancy. What about you?” Malancy managed to whisper 

loud enough for Vioka to hear clearly.  

 No way, thought Vioka. Malancy. 

 “Hey, Malancy, this is me, Vioka,” Vioka managed to say with a hint of 

optimism. 

 “Oh, my goddess, Vioka, is that really you? No way. Is Schmidt and 

Ashlika with you.”

 “No, they’re not,” answered Vioka with a sigh. 

 “That’s a bummer. I hope they’re safe,” Whispered Malancy. 

 “I guess I can just to update you since you just got here,” commented 

Vioka with a sigh 

 “Ok, that would be really helpful,” replied Malancy. 

 “So basically…” Vioka told Malancy everything she knew so far. 

 “Ok, so where in Enchanciya, and we have to act normal in order to 

survive. No biggy,” noted Malancy. 

 “You are so right, girl. So I guess we have to work together to get out 

of here, and Enchanciya,” Whispered Vioka

 “Ya, you know, I’m sorry for always being mean and sassy to you. You 

really are sweet and kind. Can you forgive me?” asked Vioka with a hint of 

kindness in her voice. 
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 “Of course, I’m also sorry I treated you badly. Will you forgive me?”’ 

responded Malancy. 

 “Of course. Friends?” asked Vioka. 

 “Friends,” replied Malancy.

 “So let’s get out of Enchanciya,” They whispered together. 

 “I have an idea of getting out of here,” Whispered Vioka with a little 

optimism in her voice. 

 She moved some things around. She took two flashlights and put 

them on her lap. Then she got some clothes. 

 “I saw how Nadalio looked before coming inside the depository. I 

found some uniforms he had before, and some monster hats that he was 

wearing. Use the flashlight and we can change into these.” Whispered Vioka.

 She handed a monster hat, a uniform, and a flashlight to Malancy. 

 “Thanks,” Malancy replied as she took the things from Vioka.

 Just as Vioka, and Malancy were finishing on putting their uniforms 

on, they heard Nadalio grunt. 

 “When is the lunch service going to come,” he shouted. 

 That was the cue for Vioka and Malancy to get the food in the 

depository. Vioka went out first. 

 “Here is your lunch, Nadalio. Kopinaka is the new lunch servant. She 

will bring the rest of your lunch.” said Vioka in a monstrous voice. 

 Just then Malancy came out of the depository holding a tray full of 

delicious foods. She had a fake third arm, in which she carried not one but 

two trays of desserts. 

 “Oh my my. Is there some kind of holiday in which I am getting all of 

the leftovers.” shouted Nadalio. 

 “Of course Nadalio. Today is your birhmark day.” shouted Vioka and 

Malancy at the same time.

 “What is that?” questioned Nadalio.

 “Only you know that,” said Vioka. 

 Vioka and Malancy quickly went out of the room. They ran down the 

hall and out of the castle. They stopped right in front of the gate. They took 

a minute to catch their breath. They went to a bathroom stall and changed 

their clothes. Then they walked out. They crossed the street and walked on 

a public bus that led to the school. It looks like it’s the first day of school, 

Malancy thought. She was right. The bus ride took about 30 min. When they 

got off they went directly to the front office. There was the headmaster, Vh, 

and front office staff. Vioka and Malancy introduced themselves. They talked 
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for a while. Then Malancy said,

 “Me and Vioka would like to get a admission in this school,” 

 “Of course. You just have to take a small test.” answered the 

Headmaster. 

 He told the Vh to take both of them to take the test. They went into 

a room that was divided into two spaces. One space had a big desk and a 

closet full of files. The second space  had three desks. In Between the the 

middle desk there was a curtain on each side. The Vh sat in the middle desk 

and told Malancy and Vioka to sit in the other two desks. Then he gave them 

a test.

 “You have 45 minutes to take the test. If you’re done early, re-check 

and answer the question that I will give once you rechecked.” Said the Vh. 

 “Ok,” They both said. 

 They started the test. It was pretty hard but some questions were easy. 

It reminded Malancy of the SoloSat test that she took in 8th grade in order to 

get into high school. 

 It took about 30 minutes to take the test and re-check it for Malancy. 

It took Vioka 35 minutes to take the test and recheck it. The Vh then gave the 

extra questions with a separate sheet of part of the coppice that was cut out. 

 The Vh gave the 45 mark after what seemed like 3 minutes. Vioka and 

Malancy had completed everything. 

 The Vh told both girls to go out of the room and wait on the bench 

outside. 

 Many students were passing by and staring at the girls. Some started 

whispering. After about 29 minutes, the Vh called both girls inside. 

 “You both have passed the test,” she said. 

 Vioka and Malancy were so excited. Their eyes opened wide in 

excitement. Their bodies were relaxed, but you could see that they were 

excited. 

 “You will be starting school tomorrow. Do you have supplies or should 

we give some to you?” 

 “Giving some school supplies would be wonderful,” Malancy said. 

 “Very well, come to school at 6:37 am tomorrow and we will give and 

tell you everything you need to know.” said the Vh.

 “Thank you so much,” the Vioka and Malancy together. 

 As they were rushing out of the school, Vioka thought of something. 

She stopped for a moment with Malancy at her side. 

 “What happened,” asked Malancy.
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 “Where are we going to live,” she asked. 

They ran back to the school and knocked on the Vh’s door. 

“Yes, come in,” she said. 

“Um, hello, we were just wondering if there are dorms here. You know. We 

live 5 hours and 49 minutes from the school.” rushed Malancy.

 “Of course. I will give you a room number. Go there and register your 

name. Then they will give you the room. You can stay there till the next school 

year.” said The Vh. 

 “Ok, Thank you so much,” Vioka said as she took the paper from the 

Vh’s desk. 

“You’re very welcome,” replied the Vh. 

 They followed the path the Vh told them to follow. 

*  *  *

 Ashlika and Schmidt walked to the cafeteria in silence. It had been 

6 weeks since they had fallen into Ever After More. They acted normal and 

pretended that everything was normal. When they finished school, they 

would go to their dorms, complete their homework, and head out. They 

seacherd 2 hours 45 minutes everyday for some way to escape Ever After 

More. So far they had no luck. School wasn’t better either. They kept on failing 

in Computer science and Magic sorcery. They walked to their normal lunch 

spot and began discussing where they were heading today. 

 “I think we should go near the River banks Castle. There I could 

disguise myself. Then I could head into the castle.” Said Schmidt with a grin. 

“I like the plan but why don’t I go instead. You were the leader at Sky high 

Castle. Now it’s my turn.” Responded Ashlika. 

“No, I think it’s my turn to go,” said Schmidt. 

 They continued fighting for the rest of lunch and break. They finally 

came up with a solution. 

 They headed out after school to River Banks castle. They blended in 

and disguised themselves as Servants. They told the chef’s in the restaurant 

they were here to order for the princess. The chef’s fell for it. They then walked 

into the castle. The guards allowed them in, Schmidt would entertain the 

princess while Ashlika looked at the first floor. Then Ashlika would entertain 

the princess and Schmidt would look at the rest of the castle. They spent all 

night there. Then the princess let them go. They met up back in the dorms 

and told each other what they found. But each of them didn’t find anything. 

They would have to adventure more.

*  *  *

 Back in Enchanciya, it had been five weeks since Vioka and Malancy 

had escaped the castle. They walked to their last period which was science.  

They were very excited about their class. Science was their favorite subject. 
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 Just like In Ever After More, Vioka and Malancy were finding a way 

to escape. But their teamwork was much better and stronger than Ashlika’s 

and Schmidt. They decided to set out near the stables to see if there was 

anything there. They had found a spell to return to Nevermore. It had 14 

ingredients. They had found 7 of them. They hoped they’d find one more in 

the stables. They walked out of science class about an hour later. They rushed 

to the dorms and got ready to go to the stable. Tomorrow they would go to 

the Sea line Box to see if anything was there. They were more hopeful than 

Schmidt and Ashlika. 

 “Vioka, did you find the last ingredient?” whispers Malancy from the 

room. Vioka walks in with a cheerful look on her face. 

 “Yes boss. I found it and I am doing a special delivery to you,” Vioka 

jokes. 

 “Ha, Ha, very funny. Can I have the special delivery then,” asked 

Malancy. 

 “Right on boss,” 

 “Oh, stop calling me that,” Said Malancy

 “Oh alright,” Answered Vioka with a sigh. 

 She dropped the last ingredient on the escritoire.

  “I hope this works, and takes us back to Nevermore,” said Malancy 

with a doubtful sigh. 

 “It’ll work, don’t worry. You’re awesome at potions, science, and 

mixing. No pressure. Just find the right measurements and your set. And that 

won’t be hard, you’re good at math.” exclaimed Vioka with an encouraging 

smile.

  “Thanks Vioka, You’re really a good friend.” responded Malancy, 

feeling a little better.

  “Come on, help me put the last ingredient. You do blue and I’ll do 

orange.” remarked Malancy. 

 “Alright. Sounds good to me.” answered Vioka. 

 Together they put the last ingredient. They waited a few seconds. 

Nothing is happening. Did we do the wrong thing, they thought.

  “Nothing’s happening,” mumbled Vioka at last. “ Did we do something 

wrong?”

  “Let me check and feel it.” suggested Malancy.

  Just as Malancy was about to put her hand inside she was sucked 

inside the repository. Vioka quickly went after her. Then everything went 

yellow for them. 

 They woke up in what felt like the most grandest room they could 
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have ever imagined. But what Vioka thought was absolutely right. This place 

is just like Enchanciya. So magical and mystical. Perfect for the highest royal in 

all of the land. Everyone would dream about being in this place, she thought. 

But what she thought was wrong. That is, how she first entered Enchanciya, 

would be just as they would enter Nevermore, but less grand. 

 The room was pitch silent. Malancy felt nervous. They had never ever 

seen a room like this in Nevermore. Where are we? They thought. Sweat 

started to drip down Vioka’s face. They had done something wrong. 

 “Where are we,” Whispered Malancy. 

 “I have no clue,” replied Vioka. 

 “This is not Nevermore for sure,” said Malancy.

 “So then where are we,” questioned Vioka.   

 “I’m guessing where Ashlika and Schmidt are.” answered Malancy.

 “That actually may be right,” said Vioka

 Were doomed, Malancy thought. 

        

*  *  *

 Vioka and Malancy were walking to their final class of the day. They 

planned to go to their last destination for the week. It was the hardest place 

they have ever been to. That was the high class castle grounds. Vioka and 

Malancy were only middle class. Not high class. Getting in that area is very 

risky. 

 They were putting their lives on the line. But that didn’t matter to them 

right now. They wanted to get out of it Ever After More. They were ready to 

put their lives on stake just to get back to Nevermore. They walked down the 

hallway and into the elevator. As usual the elevator was crowded. 

After a couple of minutes they got off of the elevator. They walked down the 

hall to the last classroom. It was their favorite class of the day. The class was 

science. They loved science. Today they would find out which partners they 

would get. There were two science classes. Vioka and Malancy were in the 

first one. Malancy and Vioka could feel the excitement as they entered the 

classroom. They walked over to their desk and set it up for class. 

 Next to Vioka and Malancy was an empty desk. That’s where their 

partner would sit. This project was the final project of the semester. It was 

very crucial for them. Their teacher Mrs. Ofhasola told them to line up.

  They would go to the gym. They would find their partner.  Vioka and 

Malancy were the last ones in line. They couldn’t stop thinking of who their 

partner may be. They walked to the gym side by side. When they entered, 

they were so excited. They were so excited they almost lost their class. They 

rushed over to their group. 

 The two science teachers walked up to the stage and tried to get the 

students’ attention. It took 3 minutes before everyone settled down. Mrs. 

Ofhasola started speaking. 
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 “It is a great honor for us to host yet another year of the science 

almania competition…” 

 Mrs. Ofhasola went on. Then it was Mr. Lakoba’s turn. After 15 minutes 

they started naming the partners. “ Emily with Josa. Josha with Madana. Smith 

with Josh. Harmony with Parkse. Malancy with Schmidt. Ashlika with Vioka…” 

Vioka and Malancy couldn’t believe their ears. 

 Schmidt and Ashlika were here. When the naming ceremony was 

over, the teachers told the students to go meet their partners. When Vioka, 

Malancy, Schmidt, and Ashlika saw each other, they couldn’t believe their 

eyes. After so long, they met again. No one spoke anything for minutes. By 

then it was time to go back to the classroom. They all walked silently while 

everyone else was chatting. 

 Ashlika and Schmidt started asking so many questions. It turned out 

that Ever After More was very similar to Enchanciya. Vioka and Malancy had 

gotten used to it pretty quickly. They were very grateful for that. 

 Ashlika and Schmidt had given up on their search about 3 weeks ago. 

They thought it was pretty useless. Ashlika still sometimes snuck out at night, 

being very hopeful that she would find something. But she didn’t. Soon, she 

gave up like Schmidt. 

 Vioka and Malancy told Schmidt and Ashlika everything. Then it was 

Schmidt and Ashlika’s turn to tell everything. Just as Schmidt and Ashlika 

finished, The teacher told the groups to decide what project they would pick. 

                                                                        

 It had been 4 weeks since they had been working on the project. 

Their teacher told them that today there would be a special guest. No one 

knew who it would be. Just as the clock was ticking to 4 p.m, meaning that 

half of class had passed, someone so familiar walked into the room. Vioka, 

Malancy, Schmidt, and Ashlika couldn’t believe their eyes. It was Hudar. They 

rushed out of their seats, and ran to Hudar. The five group leaders had a 

lovely reunion. Hudar told the instructor everything. The teachers let The four 

group leaders leave. 

 It had been 2 weeks since Vioka, Malancy, Ashlika, and Schmidt had 

returned to Nevermore. All their classmates were so happy to see them. 

When the five group leaders met at Hudar’s house, they had a lovely time. 

They told each other what had happened. They told each other their feelings 

at different times. Then together they came up with a lesson they would share 

with the whole school, as an introduction for spirit week. Never be quick to 

do something. 

 The lesson was very good for them. But something they learned 

through their adventures was to never separate from your team because 

teamwork always succeeds. 
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 He set one foot off the airplane, then the other. The following steps 

seemed to be slower than the one before, and it felt like ages before he had 

made it down the steps attached to the airplane. He looked up at the sky, the 

clear blue sky seemed to be almost smiling at him, with the clouds forming 

the shape of a smiley face. He smiled back, then lowered his head to take in 

his immediate surroundings. Clean streets filled with colorful vehicles, the 

roar of a nearby airplane drowning out all other sounds. He moved forward, 

towards the bus that stood waiting. People filed in, one by one, each one with 

their carry-ons. He got in the line, with just a couple of people in front of him. 

Less than a minute later, he boarded the bus. 

 The minute he got on the bus he knew something was wrong. Dead 

silence took over and the air seemed to be pressing down on him. He placed 

his heavy suitcase down and looked up. No less than thirty people were 

staring at him with disgust, their eyes lit with fury. And then, one by one, they 

spoke,

 “What are you doing in my country?”

The Refugee Who 
Was Not Meant to Be

by Ahmad Haroon

 “Who the !@#$#@ do you think you are?”

 “Turn yo heiney around and go back where you came from!”

 “Nobody wants you here you @#$%^%##@@!”

 “How dare you walk into the same country you people ruined?”

 “Don’t blow us up again!”

 This ensued unearthly laughter and more taunts.

 And then they attacked him.

 Abdul’s eyes snapped open and he bolted into an upright position, 

breathing heavily. He reached around him, trying to feel for his glass of water. 

His hand hits the glass, but he is unable to wrap his hands around it, and the 

glass shatters as it hits the floor. Abdul tries for a different approach, forcibly 

slowing his breathing and feeling for every breath. After a couple of minutes, 

he lowers himself back onto the bed, too exhausted to get the day started. He 

roughly ruffles his head and then slams his hands on the bed several times, 

frustrated. It seemed like every night he had the same dream, no matter 

how the day went. It always started with the elated feeling of being in a new 

country, before being mauled by the people who lived in the country.

 Abdul decided it was best to just start the day and forget about it. 

He got up and went to the bathroom, took a shower. Afterwards, he put 

on his worn-down dress shirt and stained tie, pulled on his socks, and slid 

into his shoes. He walked into the tiny kitchen in the back of his minuscule 

apartment and sat on the stool that was tucked under the counter where he 

ate. He picked up the worn-out booklet that he had left there and flipped 

open the first page. His heart filled with emotions he didn’t know how to 

explain as he saw his family. Every member of the family was smiling: his 

mother’s soft brown eyes sparkling, her small dimples showing profoundly. 

His father’s long, lean face, the wrinkles that are usually on his forehead clear 

as he smiled, the gap in his front teeth shining proudly. His younger brother 
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and sister, who are twins, look at each other with mischief sparkling in their 

eyes as they try to gain the best grip on the knife’s handle. The picture vividly 

reminds him of the day the photo was shot; it was his birthday, and they had 

just finished eating a delicious dinner. The Afghanistan flag shone proudly 

in the background as they all yelled words in their native Arabic, seconds 

before the picture was taken. He stares at the picture with a sad smile, his 

daze altered only when a drop of tear falls on the laminated picture and rolls 

down. Abdul wipes his eyes and closes the small booklet, then closes his own 

eyes.

 Images play a slideshow in his mind. 

 The image of his neighbor’s house being blown up, screams 

instantaneously erupting. 

 Seeing himself saying goodbye to his family, letting them know that 

he would be escaping Afghanistan to seek a better life.

 He sees himself running towards the plane as bombs and missiles are 

dropping around him, fires everywhere. 

 He sees himself tripping on someone lying unconscious on the 

ground and then falling himself. 

 He sees himself struggling to get up, ducking every few seconds, 

before getting on his feet again. 

 He can hear the plane’s engine roar as it prepares to take off with 

whoever is on. 

 Hands sticking out of the open hatch door, trying to feel for any hands 

to try and to get a hold off in order to haul them in. 

 Abdul sees himself lunging and making contact with a strong hand. 

The other hand coils around him and hauls him in as the plane leaves the 

ground. 

 He sees his home country, Afghanistan, flames all over the place, 

nothing recognizable.

 The next thing that comes isn’t an image, but a collage of different 

moments as his mind forces him to see how alienated America looked to him 

in his first couple of days. 

 Different faces, different atmospheres, different buildings, it seemed 

as though he had arrived in another universe. 

 Abdul brought himself together again and knew that he couldn’t 

dwell too much on his past if he wanted to move farther. It had been his 

dream to be a doctor; he had acquired his medical degree in Afghanistan. 

He had decided on his fate when he saw people all around him succumbing 

with no one around to help. It was then that he decided what he wanted to 

do in life: he wanted to have the ability to save lives when it mattered most. 

Abdul got up and threw his only suit around his shoulders, the ragged color 

not doing too well to compliment his fading white dress shirt. He grabbed his 

worn-out bag and trudged out the door, his head lowered. 

 He didn’t bother looking at his surroundings, but he could already 

feel every eye within a reasonable radius staring in his direction. He began to 

pick up his pace, realizing that although he wasn’t in the mood, he needed 

to get to where he needed to be as soon as possible. His feet began to move 

faster, and without really looking for any obstacles, his foot caught on a curb 

and he fell forward, his bag flying several feet from where he fell. Abdul 

stayed on the ground for a moment, not believing his luck. Realizing that he 

was gathering more stares than he had prior to his fall, he hastily got up and 

snatched his bag from the floor. He tried to look normal as he continued the 

rest of his walk to the bus station. 

 On the bus, he sat towards the back, next to the window, which was 

his favorite seat. As the bus began to close its doors and begin moving, he 

couldn’t help but realize that the seat right next to him was empty. He then 
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also realized that the majority of people were standing, even though they 

were squished together. As he surveyed the rest of the bus, his eyes caught 

the eyes of some of the other passengers and they scowled at him. Abdul 

could only look away, tears glistening in his eyes. He never knew what he did 

wrong to these people. Still, he wiped his tears as soon as they came. To try 

and to calm himself down and to separate himself from his surroundings, he 

did what he always did in similar situations, he thought about his ultimate 

goal. Whenever he dropped everything else from his mind and thought 

about getting the job he so desperately wanted, a sense of calm and a sense 

of calling washed over him.

 When the bus came to the right stop, he stood up to leave but was 

shoved around, not one person apologizing. Nonetheless, Abdul managed 

to squeeze his way through and hopped off the bus. 

 He was greeted by the grand building of a hospital. He looked down 

at a picture of a hospital on a ripped piece of paper, and after holding it up to 

compare with the building in front of him, he began walking towards it. When 

he reached the entrance, he opened the glass doors and walked through, 

entering what seemed to be a busy hub. Men and women in white coats 

streaming across, hospital beds being rushed, families grouped together. It 

was just like Abdul had imagined. He closed his eyes to take in the noises 

around him. He imagined himself working in this environment, and he 

immediately fell in love with it. He knew that this was his last chance at getting 

a job; he had tried every hospital in the vicinity but had been turned away at 

each one. 

 This was the last hospital that held a chance for him. 

He walked to the receptionists and explained who he was. The receptionist 

had trouble understanding his imperfect English, but was able to direct him 

in the right direction. Abdul walked nervously in the direction he was pointed 

to and knocked on the door off to the side. A voice answered and Abdul 

opened the door. A short man sat behind a large desk, his glasses resting on 

his nose. Abdul greeted the man, who in return nodded at him, observing 

him. 

 “Please sit down here.”

 “Okay, sir.”

 “I assume you have come to get a job here?”

 Abdul nodded his head, too afraid to say anything.

 “Do you have a CV or something I can see?”

 Abdul reached into the bag and grabbed a blue folder that had 

papers neatly tucked inside. The man opened the file and began flipping 

through it slowly.

 “You are from Afghanistan?”

 Abdul nodded.

 “You gained your degree there?”

 Abdul nodded.

 “Do you speak or just nod?”

 “No sir, I sorry.”

 The man stared at Abdul for a while, weighing his options.

 “Look, I am sorry but I cannot give you this job.”

 “Wh..wh...why?”

 “It’s just that there are other candidates who have had better education 

and a better background.”

 “But that not important for doctor, I think doctor all about the heart 

and effort!”

 “I’m sorry sir, but I have made my decision.”

 Abdul dropped his head and stood up. He grabbed the blue folder, 

nodded his goodbye to the man, and walked to the door. He kept his head 
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down, hiding his tears as he made his way out of the hospital and began the 

long journey home. He thought about his entire time in America during the 

walk, how he had been rejected by society so many times, not being able to 

understand why everybody hated him. He thought about trying constantly 

to get a job, but being refused everytime. He thought about his life’s goal, to 

become a doctor and to help those who so desperately needed it. Now he 

realized dreams of being a doctor were all but over. He realized that he didn’t 

even know who he was anymore. He was never happy or content, always sad 

and feeling alone. He had forgotten what it felt like to smile and to laugh, 

what it was like to have someone care for you.

 As he walked the stairs up to his apartment, he made a decision. This 

life wasn’t for him; it was better to suffer in Afghanistan than to feel rejected 

in America. He put the rusted silver key into the lock and opened the door. 

He went straight to his bed and reached under it, sliding out his large, black 

suitcase. He then went around his apartment and grabbed everything he 

could, shoving them into the suitcase. He found some plastic bags and was 

able to stuff even more in there.

 Just as he steps out of the apartment and closes the door behind 

him, his hands suddenly shoot towards his back pocket, which he realizes is 

empty. He drops the things he is holding and starts opening the bags that 

are now on the ground. His panicked thoughts begin to cloud his ability to 

search thoroughly.

 My passport… where my passport is?! I cannot leave this country with 

no passport. I cannot get on airplane! 

 And then it hit him like a truck.

 It was in the hospital. It must have fallen out of the folder as he hurried 

out, preoccupied with his sadness. 

 Abdul shoves the bag he was looking through back towards the 

ground and thrust the key back into the lock of the apartment. He flung the 

door open with such force that after he stepped in, it slammed shut right 

behind him. The loud bang resulted in the slight shaking of the apartment. 

 His anger didn’t last long, especially when he realized that he would 

have to go back to the same place that he had just been rejected from. More 

thoughts clouded his mind: 

 What if the passport is not there anymore. What if someone pick up 

and throw away my passport? What if I don’t find it? Will I be able to go back? 

I don’t want to be stuck here?!

 These thoughts had taken over him, and so he nearly missed the bus 

that was about to leave, leaving Abdul standing there, eyes long lost in the 

distance. The loud honk of the world brought him back to life. The sounds of 

traffic, the chattering of people, and then the angry bus driver:

 “Hey you, wanna get on the bus or not?”

 Abdul silently got on the bus, his eyes showing his apology to the 

driver. He decided that he was far too restless to sit this time, and so he 

remained standing, his hands grasping onto the handles on the top of the 

bus. The people around him shuffled uncomfortably, some even changing 

their decision and taking a seat. None of this bothered Abdul anymore. He 

knew that he was going to be moving away, going to a place far away where 

he would be treated like an equal.

 The bus reached the stop and Abdul shot out like a missile, he raced to 

the hospital, not caring about the stares he was generating. He slowed down 

when he got to the hospital, no matter how badly he needed the passport, he 

wanted to respect the hospital setting, even if they had just rejected him.

 As he walked into the entrance of the hospital, his eyes scanned the 

entire building, the ground, seats, even the people to see if any of them held 

the passport, and then he saw it. Sitting on top of a small table lay his blue 
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Afghanistan passport. He briskly walked to the table, his eyes locked in on 

the passport, nothing else around him mattered. 

 He snatched the passport off the small table, almost afraid that 

somebody else would get there before him. He sighed deeply, even relaxing 

into the seat right behind the table. His eyes closed, and he raised his head, 

thanking the one above. He opened his eyes and smiled, the first time he had 

done so in what seemed like ages. He got back up, and looked around his 

surroundings one more time, taking in the environment one last time. 

 His eye catches a bundle of swaying hanging lights, and at first he 

thinks that it’s part of the design. No less than five seconds later, as if in slow 

motion, Abdul sees the link holding the collection of lights snap, and they 

all swing downward at rapid speed. Abdul shouts a warning to those in the 

light’s way, but his scream is drowned out by the loud crashing of the glass 

lights. For a moment, everybody is too stunned to move, and then they 

all move forward towards the site of the accident. Abdul tries to push his 

way through to the front, but is blocked by the crowd. Through the gaps in 

between the people in front of him, he sees the people in the front lifting the 

strings of light and revealing a man in a suit lying to the ground, unconscious. 

Blood is beginning to pool around the man, and several screams escape the 

ground. People try to get closer, but the hospital security has reached and 

tells everyone to give the fallen man space. Nearby physicians check his vitals 

and shake their heads. One of them yells out in desperation.

 “Can anybody perform life-saving measures immediately?!”

 There was dead silence amongst the people, and everybody swiveled 

their heads to see if there was even just one person. The operating rooms 

were on the other side of the large hospital, on a different floor altogether, 

and so no surgeons were within reach. The doctors who were there lowered 

their gaze, signalling that they could not do the job of a surgeon, yet Abdul 

didn’t think once. His hand shot in the air as he pushed his way through the 

crowd, more determined now. This time, people shuffled to the side. And for 

the very first time, Abdul realized that they were on his side. 

 He knelt beside the bleeding man, his glistening blood a shocking 

sight, and opened the suitcase, throwing out his medical supplies before 

zipping the bag and sliding it away. He waved his hands around him, motioning 

for the others to move away from the injured man. Then, with everything clear 

and himself in a position to start, with everybody looking at him and waiting, 

he realized he didn’t know what to do. The rushing of hospital stretchers 

and resonating barks of orders were replaced by a hush that had tension 

standing right behind it. The hospital’s sterile smell was penetrated by the 

metallic smell of blood. He could feel the panic begin to rise in the crowd 

around him, the murmurs more urgent, the tones more distressed. He felt 

the eyes of some looking away, unable to face the situation. Even now Abdul 

stayed calm. Almost surprised by his own calmness, he began to search for 

what he needed to do. 

 He noticed the various shards that were sticking out, with their 

gleaming edges, but he knew for sure that some had gone completely inside 

the now very pale man. 

 Checking for the man’s pulse, he realized that the man didn’t have 

one. Abdul realized that the man’s vital organs had been affected. When 

the crowd realized this, the air of tension seemed to intensify, and he felt as 

though the air began to form a bubble that was close to bursting. 

 He tried his best to free the man’s arms from the sleeves of his suit, 

the silky suit resisting at first but then sliding obediently, ripped the buttons 

off of the man’s shirt and exposed his upper body. Estimating was his best 

option, and, borrowing a pen off of one of the onlookers, he drew the outline 

of where the heart would be.

120 121



Once that was done, he closed his eyes and breathed, slowing down his 

breathing. He then reached into his medical kit and took out the scalpel. 

He steadily raised the scalpel over the pen marks on the man’s chest and 

carefully cut open the skin.

 Once that was complete, he took his forceps and began to take out 

the mini shreds that were disrupting vital bodily functions. Because there 

were so many, this took a while. 

 After he managed to extract the last piece of glass, he only then 

realized the internal bleeding. So focused on getting the man to breathe, he 

overlooked the excess blood. 

 He threw the forceps into his kit and asked for some assistance:

 “Could someone pass surgical sutures to me?”

 The doctors around him tried to provide assistance, although even 

they needed some help identifying the instruments.

 “Um… which one are those?”

 “The ones that look scissors from bottom and tweezer on top.”

 After a bit of confusion and some ruffling, Abdul finally held the 

surgical sutures in his hands, and without another moment wasted, he began 

to stitch up the veins and arteries that were leaking blood. 

 The tedious procedure took another half an hour to complete. As 

Abdul began stitching the last artery, he noticed that even more people were 

watching over his shoulder. 

 Soon, he moved on to stitching the man’s skin together, the procedure 

coming to an end. This was met with a thunderous round of applause from the 

crowd. And Abdul, although exhausted, couldn’t help himself from feeling so 

very humbled. 

 His gloves were covered in blood, his clothes splattered with the 

same crimson liquid. He took off his gloves and scooted backwards to a pole, 

where he slouched against it. The crowd began to disperse, but the man lay 

there, with Abdul checking on him periodically. 

 After a couple minutes, the man stirred. Abdul immediately crawled 

to the man’s side.

 “Sir, are you okay?”

 “It’s so sore, what happened?”

 “You no know?”

 “All I remember was lights swinging towards me.”

 “Sir, you hurt critically, I had to…”

 “Had to do what?”

 “Sir, you no have pulse, I have no option but to perform surgery.”

 “You did what?”

 “Sir, you hurt very badly, no other option.”

 “Wow… you performed surgery right here?”

 “I had to, no option.”

 “I can’t believe it, help me up.”

 “No sir, you remain lying, real medics will coming.”

 “You’re not real?”

 “Sir, I do not practice medicine.”

 “Why not?”

 “Nobody want me to work in their hospital.”

 The man’s eyes showed understanding as he slowly nodded his head 

as best he could.

 “Why were you in the hospital?”

 “Sir, I forgot my passport here when I come to get job. I want go back 

to my home country, Afghanistan.”

 “Why? Is it not better here?”

 “Sir, I do not know how to explain, this conversation is already the 
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longest I’ve had.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Nobody want to talk to me; nobody want to take me in, everybody 

mad at me.”

 Tears filled the eyes of the man, and he closed his eyes. 

 “Sir, why you crying?”

 “Can you do me a favor?”

 “What you mean?”

 “I don’t want you to leave America.”

 “Wh...why?”

 “I want to talk to you more; I want to know you better. I don’t even 

know your name!”

 “My name Abdul sir. And you sir?”

 “My name is Billy Niles. Director Billy Niles. And I am the director of 

this very hospital.”

 And for the first time in a very long time, Abdul smiled.

There is a wall

When everybody say that it’s an impenetrable wall,

the ivy climbs the wall without a word

When you say that it’s a wall of despair, 

where there’s no single drop of water, 

The ivy moves forward without a haste

They will never give up until it is covered with blue

A single ivy leaf leads thousands of ivy leaves 

and eventually crosses the wall

The Wall
by Siyun Kwoun
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A cat wore shoes.

The cat tries to eat the snake.

A cat sleeps on the bed.

A cat painted in yellow.

One step, two step, three step.

Crash! Whoops, it’s not my fault!

One nudge, two nudges, Three nudges.

Bang! Whoops, it’s not my fault!

One bite, two bite, three bite.

Burp! Can I have more?

There’s another cat in the house

A cat I’ve never seen

How much younger catty.

You seem to know her name

You accidentally called me by her name

Right in front of the lamp.

Topical Poem (CAT)
by Mika Pelera

The Kitten Box - Christopher Norton
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Beneath the tree was born a serpent.

Coiled around the roots, it fed on the tree.

It’s source of life and growth.

And it was fed well.

But when it tried to leave, 

it found the roots tight.

It was told that past the tree was cold.

That the outside was forbidden.

But with time, the serpent grew.

And the roots could bind it no longer.

When the serpent had left the tree.

It opened its eyes and saw the world.

Found a beautiful garden, and found man.

But the serpent itself was a child of the tree.

When man asked and reached for the fruit,

the serpent did not warn of what was inside.

The apple contained an inferno, a trap.

Forbidden.

So to the serpent, the apple was fine.

Under the Tree
by John Hotra

It was their last day. The sun had been setting for so long that it became 

doubtful whether it would really disappear. Its red shade, reflected by water, 

created a layer of violet, illuminating the scene. It was an exotic sight, but 

the purple sky didn’t faze them at all. Or maybe, they couldn’t realize how 

extraordinary this was, as it had been an eternity since they’ve last seen the 

outside. Maybe they weren’t able to perceive that the sky was purple at all.

Was it a coincidence that everything was too perfect? The breath of wind 

was warm enough to make the skin wonder if it was spring or summer. The 

world was muted as if the two had plugged their ears to cancel any noise. 

Not a single being interrupted their view as they watched the sun’s last 

performance. As if the world knew that this was the one and only time that 

they would come out from their expired motel, it held itself in an unnatural 

peace.

“As if to make us revert our choice,” she muttered, feeling the water around 

What a Heavenly 
Way to Die

by Ewon Kim
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her calves. The ocean had become tepid from the afternoon sun. The girl 

smiled at the warmth, splishing her feet to create small waves. Then, she 

raised her head, the sun nearly hidden under the horizon, before stopping 

her legs. The boy, noticing her pause, fixed his eyes at the empty gaze of the 

girl. 

“What a heavenly way to die, isn’t it?” she whispered, her words being carried 

away by the wind. The boy didn’t respond, but the girl knew that he had 

heard her. The two stared ahead. It was unclear if they were watching the last 

piece of sun drown away… or something beyond that.

This piece was inspired by Troye Sivan’s song, “What a Heavenly Way to Die”.
 “Martial law? That makes things harder,” Faelyn said, shifting his pointy 

wizard hat on his head to settle easily around his pointy ears and long brown 

hair. “Suppose it’s about time Neverember declared it anyway, but now we 

have to tread more carefully.”

 “Agreed,” his companion said in a robotic voice. He was in fact a 

robot, though a warforged was more specific. Faelyn liked it when things 

were specific. His name was NOK-1A, but everyone just called him Nok. He 

was the companion of Vajra Safar, the Blackstaff of Waterdeep until she was 

killed by Manshoon. Now he just followed Faelyn around, protecting him 

because he was leading the rebellion to take back his home.

 One month after Lord Neverember took over Waterdeep, one month 

after Laeral Silverhand, the open lord, fled in Jeff’s invisible airship, past 

the Spine of the World into the Ten Towns of Icewind Dale, and one month 

since he returned to lead an uprising against Neverember and his occupying 

Wizard’s Duel
by Nicholas Beaty

Content Warning: Minor Language and Violence
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forces. So far, it wasn’t going very well, but he had basically just started.

 Faelyn turned to the lieutenant who had conveyed the message. 

“Thanks for the news. Send word to Xanathar, he needs to know.” Faelyn 

planned to slowly build up a resistance, secretly get support from the people, 

and replace guards at Trollskull’s guardpost with ones loyal to him. Eventually, 

they would get circulated out to other posts around the city increasing his 

influence. So far it was working, but painstakingly slow. Not to mention he 

had to avoid being caught by Neverember’s troops, and the evil wizard 

Manshoon’s scrying, to which he deflected with illusions. It was only a matter 

of time though.

 As he studied the table in front of him, enchanted to display a 3D 

holographic map of the city, capable of zooming in and out, he thought 

about his friends. Jeff and Breize, the two tieflings, Laska the goliath, and 

Sierra the dragonborn. He had enjoyed spending time with them, roaming 

the sword coast making profit, though it was mostly Jeff who focused on 

that and spreading the word of Joe. He chuckled at that thought. What once 

was a joke, now was a real religion with a small number of followers. Faelyn 

however, thought it wise to return to Waterdeep and support an uprising 

while Jeff and co. romped around Icewind Dale, stirring up trouble and 

building an army.

 He stared late into the day, looking past the images of city streets 

and out into space, thinking. What he needed was the Blackstaff, the very 

powerful staff used by the head of wizards in Waterdeep until Manshoon 

managed to get it. Neither Manshoon nor Faelyn could use it, for neither 

were the Blackstaff heir. With the staff, he could activate the walking statues 

and possibly retake the city with them on their own if they weren’t being 

destroyed in their current inactive state. Zooming in, he watched workers 

chip away at The God Catcher, one of the seven statues.

 Focusing on Trollskull alley, he watched an iron golem march through 

the streets, and in the distance, he could hear the heavy footsteps. They 

belonged to Manshoon, and defeating one would surely draw his attention. 

Since the evil wizard never parted with the Blackstaff, drawing him out to a 

confrontation would bring the staff with it. If only he could think of how he 

would defeat him, Manshoon was a more powerful mage than he, but if he 

could negate the one advantage he had… An idea sprang into his mind and 

he smiled. This could work.

 Faelyn stepped out into the streets, straightening his hat and 

flourishing his robes. “Hey you big ugly lump of metal!” he called after an iron 

golem patrolling the streets. However, it ignored him and kept marching. He 

stuck out his lower lip in frustration. His spellbook, hovering near him, flipped 

to a page at his thought, and he waved his arms and fired three glowing 

darts which flew and poked the golem in the back. It twisted around to stare 

at him, eyes glowing with malice. “I have a message for your master,” the elf 

said, and his hand went up performing a rude gesture. The golem’s massive 

eyebrows bent downward and it started stomping after him.“Yeah come and 

get some.”

 As the golem was halfway to him, Nok ran and jumped from a rooftop 

punching it with one of his massive metal fists. It staggered a bit, and the 
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warforged landed, quickly spun, and punched the leg of the iron giant. 

 Faelyn’s book flipped to another page, and he wiggled his fingers, 

casting a spell. Nok dodged the massive blade of the golem and began 

hammering away at its legs, moving with incredible speed and agility, 

boosted by wizardly magic. The golem’s mouth opened, spewing out a cloud 

of noxious green gas. Ignoring it, Nok jumped in the air, stepping off orange 

platforms to gain height, and decked the giant construct again.

 After another barrage of blows, Faelyn’s haste spell wore off, and Nok 

slowed enough for the iron golem to slap him with its sword, sending him 

flying through the wall of a nearby building. The golem turned towards the 

elf, who had been pelting it with rays of frost.

 “Come on Nok. Get up.” His levitating spell book flipped to another 

page. As soon as the warforged crawled out of the rubble, he performed an 

arm motion. Nok began to grow, his size doubling to match the golem. He 

proceeded to put full force into a punch aimed at its back, and it stumbled 

forward, nearly crushing Faelyn, who jumped away as the golem tried to 

regain his balance. 

 Taking its sword in both hands, the golem charged and swung 

downward, but Nok blocked, gauntlets slanted so the blade slid off. With his 

left hand, Nok slammed the golem’s chest, and with his right he uppercut it. 

As it reared back from the blow, he grabbed its head and brought it down 

onto his raised knee.

 When the golem regain its balance, it lunged forward with the sword, 

but Nok twisted away, grabbed its arm with his left, and karate chopped that 

arm at the elbow. The sound of tearing metal echoed through the streets as 

the golem’s arm tore off. Nok reversed the blade and impaled the iron giant 

with its own blade.

 As it crashed to the ground, Nok shrunk down to his normal size and 

Faelyn approached the golem. Standing on its chest, the wizard addressed 

the golem as the light slowly died down from its eyes. “Tell Manshoon to 

meet me at noon in two days’ time at Trollskull alley. I challenge him to a 

wizard’s duel.”

 “I hope he comes,” Faelyn said, hopping on one foot to the other.

 “He’d be a fool not to. He’s way more powerful than you.” Nok 

responded

 “Yeah, thanks. He knows spells I can’t even learn yet”

 “You’ll do fine. Go get ‘em, tiger.”

 Nodding, the elf straightened his robes and stepped out between 

two buildings and into the cobblestone square of Trollskul Alley, leaving 

his companion in the shadows. Shielding his eyes, he looked up at the sun, 

directly overhead. It was time.

 A man with long black hair stepped out in the street, his handsome 
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face angelic-like. Beside him, an incredibly thick spellbook levitated, sewn 

with beholder hide. Manshoon flourished his gilded black robes, revealing 

his metal left arm. As he flexed his fingers, Faelyn shouted to him “That better 

be the real you Manshoon, not your simulacrum. Hate to spread the word that 

you refused to fight a weaker opponent and hid in the Kolat Towers like the 

coward you are.”

 “It is I,” he drawled. “I’m surprised you revealed yourself, much less 

challenged me. You are, after all… inferior. But, I do know what you want, and 

if you do beat me, I am willing to give it to you.” His left hand opened, and 

a black staff appeared. Beautifully and expertly carved, the Blackstaff stood 

a foot taller than the wizard who held it. Silver veins and runes ran down its 

length, and at the top hooked like a bird’s beak. “Though, I highly doubt you 

will,” he said, walking to a nearby building and leaning the Blackstaff against 

it. “I’ll even give you the first shot.” His arms spread wide.

 Nodding to himself, Faelyn said, “I know what I’ll do first.” Manshoon 

just looked at him expectantly. “XANATHAR!” he called.

 Confusion spread across Manshoon’s handsome face before 

realization dawned. His finger raised, book flipping to a page, and it began 

to glow with intensity. Before he could finish, the spell fizzled out, and his 

spellbook plopped to the floor. 

 Out from one of the offshoots came a large, bulbous purple orb, with 

several eye stalks, and a large central eye. The stalks constantly flickered and 

twitched, trying to look in all directions at once, but his center eye focused 

directly on Manshoon. A beholder.

 “Of course,” the wizard said, nodding slowly. “This still is a duel, 

however, so” he shrugged off his robe “let us duel.” His fists raised. Faelyn 

merely smiled and cracked his knuckles, then his neck. Discarding his robe, 

he revealed his well-muscled arms and stepped into Xanathar’s anti-magic 

cone.

 “Once again, you surprised me, but let’s see if that’ll do you any 

good.”

 Crouching lightly on the balls of their feet, they circled each other. 

Twice Faelyn feinted at his opponent before he engaged, throwing two quick 

punches, and sliding back. Manshoon, who had blocked them, approached 

and threw a punch of his own. Faelyn ducked right and sent a right hook, but 

the wizard blocked with his metal arm and thrust again with his right, but the 

elf deflected it by making an arch with his left, bringing it down and punching 

Manshoon in the stomach and retreated to a defensive position. His opponent 

recovered quickly and went on the offensive, attempting to uppercut him 

and following with a left hook. Faelyn’s arm stung from the blow of the metal 

fist as he intercepted it, but he noticed they left themselves open, and he 

made a left hook and uppercut of his own that sent his adversary reeling. Not 

giving him time to recover, he followed through and grabbed Manshoon’s 

head and slammed it down on his raised knee. Manshoon managed to block 

his next right hook but got punched in the stomach and decked again with 

the left.

 Face bloody and bruised, the once handsome man looked at him, rage 

burning in his blue eyes. “Unluckily for you,” he spat, wiping blood from his mouth, 

“I brought backup. Guards!” In the distance, he could hear boots marching.
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 “Unluckily for you, I also have backup,” and he put his fingers to his 

mouth, emitting a piercing whistle. Men and women in armor emerged from 

the east and west ends of the alley, all bearing the insignia of Neverember, a 

golden lion, on their breastplates. 

 “Here’s where you lose,” the evil wizard said.

 “I beg to differ,” Nok said, stepping out in front of the western group. 

“The guards don’t belong to you or Neverember, and they’re here to fight for 

the freedom of Waterdeep, to end the reign of oppression.”

 “So be it. Kill them. Kill them all.” The soldiers charged forward and 

clashed together in a ring of steel and battle cries. A ten-foot diameter 

circle formed around the two wizards as anyone who got close enough was 

disintegrated by Xanathar. 

 Manshoon opened up with a rain of blows, and Faelyn managed to 

block most before Manshoon’s metal fist caught him squarely in the jaw. 

Black spots swam across his vision as he stumbled backward and spit out 

a tooth. His opponent gave him no respite, however, continuing with his 

attacks, and Faelyn had to give ground to recover. When his opponent threw 

his next pair of punches, the elf caught them both in the palm of his hands 

and kicked him in the chin. Recognizing the wizard was vulnerable, Faelyn 

punched him to the ground, sat on his stomach, and lay blow after blow into 

his face, hammering away the angelic handsomeness. 

 Breathing heavily, he sat back exhausted. Around him, the fighting 

had stopped, people led dead in the streets, and blood was everywhere. 

Only his men were left, though not that many and most were wounded. 

 “Is it done? Is he dead?” Nok asked.

 “No, I left him alive for you. Finish the job friend, you deserve as much 

for what he did to Vajra.”

 Nok lifted Manshoon with one massive gauntlet. “You… you… I want 

you to look me in the eyes, I want you to see my face, to know who killed you, 

and to know justice has come to you for killing my friend.” The wizard gurgled 

a bit before spitting blood in his face. Rearing back his arm, the warforged 

punched him in the face. The loud sound of bones cracking filled the air, and 

Manshoon flew several feet from his grasp and lay crumpled on the cobbles. 

“It is done. A great evil has been vanquished.”

 Faelyn nodded and walked over to pick up the Blackstaff. As soon 

as he touched it, a voice flooded into his head. Good job, young wizard. 

Way to outsmart your opponent and put him on a field where you had the 

advantage. Bravo. Now, may I suggest leaving before more guards show up? 

I do not wish to be recaptured.

 “Alright. Everyone! We should probably go real soon but we cannot 

go back to our old base, as it’s probably compromised.”

 “Where will we go?” A soldier asked.

 “Where they can’t get us. We’re going to the Vault of Dragons.”
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All For Nothing
by Zara Haroon

Ye
ar

: 2
01

7 
 |  

Lo
ca

tio
n 

: Q
ue

en
s, 

N
YC

  | 
 ©

 D
yl

an
 B

ar
ne

s

 The bright crimson light penetrated my curtains and illuminated my 

room. As the darkness faded in the sky, I reached out for the clock only to find 

that it was already 6. I missed my workout session again, I grunted realizing it 

was the second time this week. My trainer will surely be having a discussion 

with my parents. I yawned and rolled off the bed still clutching the blanket 

tightly in my hands. Turning the door knob careful to not bother anyone else, I 

stepped into the doorway. The dark cherry hardboard floors squeaked under 

my feet. The cold tile sent shivers up my body as I entered the bathroom. I 

stepped into the steaming shower scrubbing my pores clean. 

 As I came out I noticed that the sun was up fully. I squinted to adjust my 

eyes as soon as I noticed the black bags standing in the doorway. Suddenly, 

the realization set upon me that I had a flight to catch. I rummaged through 

the drawer containing the passport and boarding pass. Soon I saw a long 

thin paper that contained all the information I needed for travel; my boarding 

pass. I tiptoed across the house to check if my parents were asleep, and sure 

enough they were sleeping peacefully as snores filled the room.  I walked 

over to the bed, and gave the comforters a good shake. My parents awoke 

with a start, their faces painted with looks of worry. I waved the boarding 

passes in the air, and my mom cussed under her breath evidently having 

forgotten the time. I exited the room mentally preparing myself for a long 

day. 

 My mom came out 10 minutes later scurrying around the house in 

her silk shirt and leggings. Her hair in a casual half up hairstyle. She hollered 

trying to wake up my lazy sister. My dad emerged next in a polo shirt and 

jeans. My mind swarmed with things that I forgot to pack when I entered my 

room. I grabbed my toiletries and sunglasses and dashed to the living room 
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where I heard a loud crash. As I stepped a foot out, I found out that my sister 

who was finally up managed to tip over one of the more antique vases in an 

effort to close her bag. Large glass shards were littered over the ground. I 

tiptoed around the glass in an effort to reach the broom. I quickly swept the 

glass shards, and threw them in the dustbin. After putting the broom back in 

the closet, I opened the front door and started to put the bags on the dolley 

which my father asked to borrow from the apartment workers. As I looked out 

the window I could see the hood of the van which had already arrived in the 

distance. 

 Frantically, I tried to put the bags on the dolley causing the dolley 

to tip over and onto my foot. An excruciating pain spread throughout my 

foot as I lent against the wall. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the rest of 

my family come out. I pushed myself off the wall trying to walk it off. My dad 

handled the rest of the bags with difficulty, and I pressed the button for the 

only service elevator in the apartment. The elevator was still in use, so riding 

the normal one was our only choice. I pushed the luggage in first limping, 

and everybody else got in first. There wasn’t much space left as everyone was 

shoulder to shoulder, so my back was pressed against the cool metal of the 

elevator raising goosebumps on my arms.

 As soon as the elevator touched the first floor we started to unload 

everything out. Everyone grabbed one bag, and made a run for the shuttle 

bus. The wheels rumbled against the stone floors. I was in the lead with my 

sister right at my heels. There was no time for the pain in my foot to settle. 

As soon as we exited the apartment, we started to run across the street. Out 

in the distance I could see the shuttle bus and I realized that it had started to 

move. I yelled at the top of my lungs for everyone to run as fast they could. I 

ditched my bag, and ran with all my might at the van trying to drag my foot 

with me. At least cross country and fitness training helped me once in my life. 

Once I managed to get parallel to the van, I waved my arms trying to get the 

driver’s attention. Luck must have been on my side because then the van hit 

a stop light. The driver craned his neck to look at me and motioned for me 

to come over as I was making a big racket waving and yelling at the top of 

my lungs. I ran over, and explained that we were the passengers that he was 

supposed to be taking. He apologized, and claimed that it was his duty to 

wait for no more than 5 minutes. 

 After hurling the bags all the way to the van, the chauffeur loaded the 

bags in the back. We all took deep breaths and wiped beads of sweat from 

our foreheads as we climbed into the van. After a moment of peaceful silence 

a phone notification broke the silence. My dad pulled the phone out of his 

pocket only to sigh. It wrote: Your flight has been delayed for an hour due to 

mechanical issues. 
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Back to Basics
by John Hotra

Year: 2017  |   Location: Queens, NYC  |  © Dylan Barnes

 I turn the key and twist the handle trying to open my front door. It’s 

warped to hell and doesn’t budge, so I step back and kick it open. The light 

switch escapes me as I run my hand alongside the wall in complete darkness. 

I eventually smash my knee into the corner of a desk, placed at the perfect 

knee-capping height. This creates a domino effect sending my black hat flying 

off the hatstand. With a limp, I find and flip the light switch, but my mood 

remains dark. I then try to pick up the contents of the desk that have now been 

scattered across the floor. Among the mess of papers, old toys and essays is a 

worn book with a barely legible title. I open up the book to get a better look 

at its title and see “A Stranger in a Strange Land” written in big bold letters. As 

I flip through the pages of this worn book, the early memories of elementary 

school rush back into my head. I remember a younger me showing my class 

the book I had stolen off my father’s desk, reading all the passages young ears 

were not meant to hear. 

 My next memories are of me sitting in the principal’s office, getting it 

carefully explained how such type of content is inappropriate for children of 

my age. However, out of the many words and phrases I had revealed to my 

classmates, the teachers only picked out a few words. Unknown to me at the 

time, this was because they were labeled by society as taboo. I remember new 

words such as “grok” being societally acceptable, while other words were not, 

despite both being equally as alien in definition to me. Afterward, I went home 

with my head down in shame before getting scolded by my mother, while my 

father nodded his head in agreement. I notice now in hindsight how after I was 

done being scolded, I saw my father chuckle to himself as he left the room. I 

catch myself smiling at the ludicrousness of the situation, in stark contrast to 

the paranoid mindset I had as a child. Now I understand how hard it must’ve 

been for my father to keep a straight face, at least while I was within view. 
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 I search through my memories to find another chapter of my life. The 

dusty wooden walls of my childhood home morph into the forcefully cheery 

concrete interior of my old middle school. The hallways construct themselves 

before me, as the foggy room numbers and wall decoration became visible 

to me as my memory returned. I recall school events, fundraisers, and graffiti 

littering the place as the familiar scent of unwashed children make me retch. 

Surrounding me were students. Some focused on their homework, but most 

were uncaring as they binned papers on the way out of class. After I had 

acclimated to the new environment, I traced my hand along the wall, feeling 

each bump and hole from the uneven paint job. Upon entering room 326, I find 

the middle school variant of myself sitting at a desk, reading a book titled “A 

Stranger in a Strange Land.” We smile in unison as the memory of elementary 

school crosses our minds once again. The grimy room cleans itself and a crowd 

of excited children rushes out the door for lunch. I now perceive the old 326 

classroom as a place of enjoyment, free from the stress of the future. The feeling 

of resentment and discomfort was gone, and the environment was swamped 

with nostalgia as I began missing middle school for once. 

 I’m sucked into the present once more and notice the room is finally 

lit. The ceiling seems higher, the wallpaper cleaner, and the bed softer. I begin 

sorting through the pile and placing objects back in their place. No doubt I 

will clumsily stumble into them later. I finish sifting through that pile of hidden 

memories and happen upon my hat, and hang it on its stand before lying down 

on my bed. 

Red Sun, Blue Moon - Miriam Beaty
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Being Alone
by Nari Kim

Year: 2019  |   Location: Somewhere in Gangwon-do, Korea  |  © Dylan Barnes

it’s nothing but physical

yet being lonely is an emotion

you are only seen as alone

yet you can only feel lonely

your loneliness picks at you

taking you piece by piece

part by part, layer by layer

until you’re no longer one

yet many people at once 

that are in your head

the people who talk to you

will only be yourself 

but you find comfort in them

but you’re still in the middle 

of the wreckage, chasing 

after the only people left

they always come back

but never there for you

it wasn’t your choice

yet it was still your fate to be

surrounded by the wreck

that was just picking you apart
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it doesn’t touch you anymore

it doesn’t hurt you anymore

it just comforts you 

more than you can say

more than anyone else can

more than they ever can 

the comfort makes you stay

but you know 

this isn’t what you wanted

but you can’t go back

Jocelyn Slovak
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Blooming
by Chad Yang

Year: 2020  |   Location: Gwangan, Busan, Korea  |  © Dylan Barnes

Like a feeling that comes back every year

The spring breeze flows around me

Pink petals flutter to the ground softly all around me

Like snow in winter

I guess cherry blossoms are blooming

This winter is coming to an end

After the end of the cold winter

Until spring comes again

Until the flowers blooms

Winter was unusually long and cold

There are still some winter breeze left in spring

By the bright sun the snow begins to fade away

The long-awaited spring comes back

It’s blooming
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Far Away as a Star 
by Stella Pyeon

Year: 2018  |   Location: Tsushima, Japan  |  © Dylan Barnes

Far away as a star 

Star that’s many kilos away

the happiest memory from childhood

family, friends… 

starts fogging

then blurring

I am in the middle of the ocean 

on the desolate island,

far from the two lands

one land at the back,

one land at the front. 

But can’t reach either of them,

neither my feet,

which are stranded in the dark deep ocean. 

Unable to go back,

also unable to go on.

Dark, heavy waves are swirling around,

devouring everything that is seen,

I hope someone will give me a hand.

However, I am alone in this place. 

all I could do is sitting melancholily,

waiting for someone to give a hand 
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Losing Me
by Alyssa Mae Toledo

© Dylan Barnes

Tearing 

My heart

And shattering 

My soul 

Was all you’ve

Done to me.

In the beginning,

I was with you,

But where were you

When I needed you.

Standing there in the distance,

Holding her in your arms.

While I’m here crying

From afar.
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Passionate
by Cassandra Mae Pelera

Year: 2019  |   Location: Busan, Korea  |  © Dylan Barnes

I am trying to show that I feel passionate 

towards cooking my own food, such as fried eggs.

When I am cooking I pour the cooking oil in the pan, 

It becomes hot that’s the time I am brave enough to place 

the food in the hot oil which begins to splatter.

I am confident that I will not get burned

with the experience I have gained by watching 

and the instruction from my mother

taught me how to turn the stove flame down.

I am excited when I am watching cooking video shows. 

It surprises me how the cooking videos has a

step-by-step method that is easy to follow.

 

I am amused when I apply the step-by-step instructions 

Preparing my favorite recipes. 
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sad
by Albert Oh

Year: 2016  |   Location: Brick Township, NJ, USA  |  © Dylan Barnes

it’s the sudden 

downpour 

on a day i knew was too good for me

and now i’m all alone

it’s the laughter i’m too occupied to take part in

the words i wish could come out, but remain trapped in my heart

the crumbling of a facade that only gets harder to take off 

the thoughts that what i’m going through is nothing, that it’s normal to be in pain

but other times

sadness has no face

it just appears

with a poof

and during those times i’m sad, i can only put my hands in prayer

that it’ll go away with time, as it has every other time

like the cold or the flu

but it scares me sometimes

what if i’m forever… sad
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Summer
by Eduard Li

Year: 2018  |   Location: Busan, Korea  |  © Dylan Barnes

5:00 

time on the screen 

4 lane road 

Dark…

Empty… 

opening the window 

music cut off by sound of wind blowing

poking out of the car 

my hands holding on the cold surface of the car door

cold air encircled my face

orange tint of light shined above me 

Life is Great. 
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Year: 2019  |   Location: Ulsukdo-do, Busan, Korea  |  © Dylan Barnes

you left me here
by Chloe Jung

you left me here

behind in this dreadful ocean

every once in a while,

you come back in waves

and perhaps this time,

you won’t dissolve back into the abyss

but i know it’s wishful thinking

once again,

you leave me

to drown in the cold, lonely waters

which engulf me

till the whispers of your promises

turn into muffled gurgles

after all,

your mouth and hands never seemed to see eye to eye
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