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]Grade 1, Poetry
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“If I Had Wings”
       
By Wynstella Lit, Northfield Elementary
Howard County Literacy Association 
 
If I had wings,
I would fly like a bird in the beautiful sky,
Soaring through the soft and fluffy clouds.
 
I would see the shining stars,
The bright sun, the beautiful moon,
And the colorful rainbows above me.
 
I would glide through tall mountains
And look down at the ocean, tiny houses, and cars.
 
I would feel happy, excited, and free,
Feeling magical wind sparkles around me.
 
 
Grade 1, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“I Am a Lonely Star”
By Lainie Booth, Worcester Preparatory School
Eastern Shore Literacy Association
 
I am a lonely star 
Up in the dark sky 
 
I shine sparkle sparkle 
But feel sad inside 
 
The night goes shhh shhh quiet 
The wind goes whistle whistle by 
 
I wait and wait – shake shake
 And show my star light
 
Someone looks up – Pow Pow 
I feel happy 
 
My heart goes Boom Boom, Yay 
And I shine Ahhh! Ahhh!— Bright

Grade 2, Poetry
1st Place 
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“We Belong”
By Japna Kaur Bajaj, Triadelphia Ridge Elementary
Howard County Literacy Association
 
No matter where I am from,
I belong.
 
No matter the color of my hair,
I belong.
 
No matter the color of my skin,
I belong.
 
No matter the color of my eyes,
I belong.
 
No matter my age,
I belong.
 
No matter my gender,
I belong.
 
No matter my height,
I belong.
No matter my religion,
I belong.
Continued to Next Page
 
No matter my language,
I belong.
 
I belong.
You belong.
We belong.
 
Grade 2, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“A Very Cold December”
By Rebecca Jackson, Heather Hills Elementary
Prince George’s County Literacy Association 
 
There once was a very cold December 
with more snow than I could remember.
We stayed inside 
until no snow was spied.
Why can’t it be summer forever?
 
 
 

Grade 3, Poetry
1st Place 
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“Sea Turtles”
By Jackson Webster, North Salisbury Elementary
Eastern Shore Literacy Association 
 
Sun is shining
Everywhere people stand with cameras in hand
About ready to watch the babies be released
Turtles are coming down the beach
Under the care of the employees of the marina 
Ready to explore and go out into the big wide ocean
Turtles are ready to explore and are placed into the sand
Left to go on their own paths
Everyone watches the turtles go out of sight
Standing with cameras full of joy that they helped an endangered species
 
 
Grade 3, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“Touching the Sky”
By Vritika Narayanan, Ilchester Elementary
Howard County Literacy Association
 
The wind blows the dandelion seeds far away, 
It blows the trees, it blows the hay.
It blows the leaves into the stream,
I feel like it’s all a lovely dream. 
A gentle breeze raises me high,
I feel like I’m able to touch the sky.
 
I soar above the trees with eagles and hawks, 
Below I see deer and a red fox.
I watch cardinals pecking the seeds, 
And glance at a heron hiding in the reeds.
I glimpse the stream behind me through the corner of my eye,
And look to the horizon where the Earth meets the sky.  
 
The clouds are like pillows, fluffy and white, 
The sun shines brightly with its warm light.
Now I glide back to the ground,
Feeling  happy, safe, and sound.
Knowing when it’s time to play my role,
I have the courage to fly and reach my goal.

Grade 4, Poetry
1st Place 
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“My Village I Am Born to Shine”
By Gursahib Singh Lalia, Deep Run Elementary
Howard County Literacy Association 
 
My village, where my journey began,
My village, where My mother became a wife, a loving plan, With a beautiful smile, embracing her new life,
My village, where I was Born to shine,
Where colors dance, and dreams take Flight, My Village where I Grew and played,
Day by day, with friends and family.
Where Morning sun paints field in golden hues, Birds chirp, children laugh and sing.
My village, from where I went to school with my friends, With rules and safety.
Men milking cows, every mother in the kitchen. My Village Where I have seen the elders,
Spreading love and teaching us the lesson, Of happy Life.
My Village Where I Celebrated festivals range from, Gurpurab, Holi, Diwali, EID to Christmas,
Makes it a colorful sight to Truly Experience and witness. Oh, my village, I will always remember u………….
 
 
 
 
Grade 4, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“Lightning Bugs”
By Rachel Von Steuben, Rising Sun Elementary
Cecil County Literacy Chapter 
 
Twinkling stars light up the night 
But more amazing than the stars is the dazzling sight Before me I see a flood of little lights 
Lightning bugs dancing with might 
They do the Macarena and the twist 
Why, I’ve never seen lightning bugs like this Soon they teach me how to dance 
And I join their flight of laughs 
I watch them as they fly away 
And try to think of what to say 
“Goodbye, fireflies!” I shout 
And I don’t hear a single pout
 
 
 
 
 

Grade 5, Poetry
1st Place 
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“The Seasons of a Tree”
By Livia Simone, Forest Hill Elementary
Harford County Literacy Chapter
 
Summer.
Green leaves,
Fresh mulch,
Rich dirt.
There’s nothing better than a sweet, cool breeze
That makes my leaves sway back and forth.
Back and forth.
That constant, scorching sun on my bark feels like a hug from clouds themselves.
This sun feeds me.
Allows me this calm life.
And yet.
I never get the chance to thank it.
 
 
Fall.  Autumn.
Whatever you may call it.
My leaves turn a breathtaking yellow gold.
And my neighbor’s?
A stunning bright red.
Continued to Next Page
Whatever the color,
We all have our moment of glory.
This moment is the few days where little children walk by, saying,
“Mommy!  Look at those beautiful leaves!”
Ther is nothing better than a compliment from a child.
Especially on our leaves.
 
 
Winter.
Personally,
My least favorite time.
My gorgeous leaves flutter to the ground,
And I am left bare.
The freezing wind can blow straight through me,
And I don’t particularly like that feeling.
The feeling of being, well,
Hollow.
Skinny.
Weak.
Open.
But when the glistening snow falls and settles on my stiff branches,
I shine.
Sparkle.
And I’m simply the star of the storm.
 
Spring.
This is the season of growth.
Continued to Next Page
The crisp, lovely water that falls from the pristine blue sky
Soaks into the ground,
And my roots get to work.
They slurp up that delectable water and silently I thank the clouds.
New buds and leaves shoot out from my tender branches,
And my flower buds bloom!
Oh, how my flowers bloom!
‘Amazing’ doesn’t even begin to do them justice.
They are spectacular!
Divine!
Incredible!
(Indescribable, really.)
Oh, they are perfect.
And that’s why spring is my favorite.
Always save the best for last.
 
 
 
 
Grade 5, Poetry
2nD Place 
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“The Mouse and the Cat”
By Everett Pope, Bayside Elementary
Upper Shore Literacy Association
 
The dawn arrives in shades of bruised velvet, 
A quiet breath before the world takes flight. 
We stand upon the threshold of the morning, 
Still tethered to the shadows of the night. 
 
The clock is but a pulse within the silence, 
A steady beat that measures out our years, 
While memory–that ancient, silver mouse–
Reflects our quiet triumphs and our fears. 
 
We are the architects of fleeting moments, 
Building cat thrones out of common days. 
With every step, we leave a path behind us, 
Lost in the turning of the city's maze. 
 
But even as the mouse of time are pulling, 
And gravity demands we hold our ground, 
There is a spirit, wild and unextinguished, 
In every cat that refuses to be bound. 
 
So let the mice become a sudden anthem, 
And let the heart be both the cat and mouse; 
We must bring peace.

Grade 6, Poetry
1st Place 
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“I Am Me”
By Nafeesa Naba, Arundel Middle
Anne Arundel County Literacy Association
 
I am me, not perfect in anyway, 
from my parents who work hard for me. 
I am from rice and curry, 
rich spices, 
all from the Bangladeshi kitchen. 
I am from the lights of Ramadan. 
From the islamic culture, 
fasting to praying every night, 
even at school nights, very late. 
It feels as if it was yesterday. 
 
I'm from the pillows and blankets 
of our fort we made together. 
I'm from the laughter and joy 
of our family, 
from here to there, 
playing games and getting caught. 
I'm from the Saris and Kameezes, 
my mom and I would wear 
and the flowers we wore as jewelry. 
Continued to Next Page
 
I'm from the video games 
me and my little brother played together.
 From the friends we played with too. 
From the anime show, Naruto 
to the alright animes I've also watched.
 From the movies we all watched together. 
 
The warm and welcoming house, 
of course not perfect but perfect to me. 
With adventures after adventures, 
in that black car. 
I am from a memorable piece 
in our family history, 
waiting to be told to our future generations. 
 
Grade 6, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“Power of Nature”
By Sarvani Bhagavatula, Mount View Middle,
Howard County Literacy Association 
 
People think that their creations were the best,
But look around, nature is the one that was finely dressed.
From speed to the sky to the wonderful scent,
Look closely, and you’ll see where the credit was meant.
 
Cars can really be fast, 
If it were to appear in a party, you would have a blast.
If you did a race between a cheetah and a car, the owner would grin,
“Oops, out of gas!” and the cheetah wins.
  
Submarine dives into the deep blue sea,
But the whale goes on a diving spree!
A submarine only goes once,
But a whale can go down, with ease doing stunts.
 
Perfume, the thing that girls put the most,
Often showing it off with confidence, a boast.
But people forget about flowers, and their smell,
They don’t even try, yet their fragrances excel.
Continued to Next Page
 
The airplane is the one who flies around,
For some reason is always crowned. 
But why, since the eagle the one who was the first to flown,
This is the reason the sky is the eagle's to own.
 
So,​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ when we glorify inventions and are amazed by their power, 
We shouldn't forget nature as the highest tower.
 

Grade 7, Poetry
1st Place 
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“A Heavy World”
By Deepika Kothurthi, Oakdale Middle
Frederick County Literacy Association 
 
At first, the world felt heavy, like a storm without an end,
A silence filled with shadows that didn’t let me mend.
My thoughts were cloudy whispers, saying I would never rise,
Every step felt harder, as the sun hid from my eyes.
 
I carried all my worries, just like a stone pressed against my chest,
Wondering if the darkness ever decided to let me rest.
Though the darkness still existed, something gentle called my name,
A tiny spark inside me became a flame.
 
Whispering, “You are stronger than the fear you are fighting through.
The road ahead of you seems incredibly endless, but your heart will guide you through.”
So I stood a bit more taller, though my knees were shaking still,
And found the courage growing with the steady of my will.
Continued to Next Page
 
Each morning felt less like climbing a hill,
And hope became a lighthouse, when my world had once been still.
I learned that storms don’t last forever; even the ones within,
And courage isn’t loud and fierce, it just simply helps begin.
 
Now I rise from every shadow, with a braver and brighter spark,
For even in the darkest times, a hero awakens in the dark.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Grade 7, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“The Wish We Shared”
By Kelly He, Clarksville Middle
Howard County Literacy Association 
 
Two soldiers stand on cracked earth,
rifles heavy, boots pressed to dust,
one of them guarding his side of the border,
the other across the line, eyes on his own.
 
They’ve stood like this for months,
long enough to nod at sunrise,
to almost call it friendship, though no words are shared.
 
The air hums with a tension not yet broken—
a war waiting at the edge of tomorrow.
The ground between them holds its breath,
fearful of what may come.
 
A small light breaks the gray:
a cake, candles flickering,
hands extended with quiet courage.
 
From across the line, a folded letter appears,
A mother’s words carried in ink:
“Happy birthday. Stay safe.”
The two glance at each other,
Wanting to say something,
Yet the boundary loomed between them.
Continued to Next Page
 
 
One of them smiles and says,
“How about we wish together? No words needed.”
Together, across the line, hands apart but hearts near,
the two close their eyes and send their yearning into the wind:
a wish for a world where no hand trembles on a trigger,
where no mother weeps alone,
and where even a birthday
can bloom in the midst of ashes.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Grade 8, Poetry
1st Place 
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“American Enough”
By Deebshana Khadka, Patuxent Valley Middle
Howard County Literacy Association 
 
Promised a dream, so here I came,
Full of hope, full of flame.
 
They say we’re equal, all the same,
Yet some rise high while others bear the blame.
 
You laugh, you stare, what do you see?
My accent? My skin? What you think I should be?
Every word I shape feels judged instantly,
As if changing myself is my only key.
 
Yes, we both feel joy, we both feel pain,
Both lose, both fight, both carry strain.
So why am I pushed to the edge of the frame?
Is belonging just luck engraved in your name?
 
You boast you’re right, you think you know,
But truth reveals what you refuse to show.
 
When did my body become something wrong?
When did my voice get labeled too strong?
 
Continued to Next Page
I won’t shrink down just to get along,
This is my home, where I’ve belonged all along.
I am American, bold, proud, true,
No less than them, no less than you.
 
And I hold the values this country should show,
Maybe more than you’ll ever know.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Grade 8, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“The Tears of My Fear”
By Lillian Gregory, Fallston Middle
Harford County Literacy Chapter
 
As others go out to have fun I am stuck here like a bug,
If I leave, I will be squished
The fear has cornered me,
I try to cry,
But I can’t.
I feel as if the fear is engraved in the depths of my soul, but it is not.
The dream of being free of this mess is possible
A tear almost sheds until I remember who I am.
But I still have too many fears.
The fear of losing my family,
The fear of never being able to know who I am,
The fear of making the same mistakes of others I know,
And the fear of having no one that cares.
These fears have molded my life into a web
A web of uncertainty,
A web that’s unbearable,
A web that’s so thick of the fears that bind me,
I sit in silence knowing that darkness is not too far behind.
I close my eyes unbearably tight,
The tears I hated seemed to come more easily than I imagined,
Continued to Next Page
I feel more trapped than ever.
 
I gather the little courage I possess
In time I stand up with pride, and I finally feel as if I can speak my mind.
My true feelings slide out with ease as
My words slice through the emptiness like daggers.
Sharp and truthful,
And that’s when it came to me, 
The warmth I have always needed.
It seems to be so close
As I finally feel free like the weight that has been holding me down is lifted.
Slowly my eyes that once were fearful seemed to be completely clear with only hope and faith
The smile I almost forgot about comes out to greet me once again.
A familiar hand reaches out through the light
I stop and reflect on what I might lose if I grab on.
                             Nothing.
All I have is the pain of the perfection I never had,
I grab on as I am pulled into the light of promise.
A light that I could not resist.
At first the light was so bright with endless amounts of delight that it blinds me
Not with hate
But with love.
When My eyes finally come back in to focus
I caught a glimpse of the one that helped me let go of my fears
Just to find out it’s a reflection of me.
 
Continued to Next Page 
 
I feel as if I can finally breathe now that I am certain
I have found myself through the shadows.
I have found the crazy brave, loving me
The me that’s been buried for far too long
                                I am out.
                                I have broken free!
And now a life of happiness I can see.
 
 
 
 
 

Grade 9, Poetry
1st Place 
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“Skies of Water, Seas of Stars”
By Keira Keaney, James M. Bennett High
Eastern Shore Literacy Association
 
Split the water, leave air behind 
Shadowlands, tides, reefs all pass by 
Beauties of our landbound sky 
Earth has a habit, it repeats itself 
Through expanses of blue 
One above and one below 
Now you’ve jumped, down you go 
Soar through what the fish breathes, forget your own lungs 
You’ve been under, you’ve lost track 
Time slips by, as easy as the push and pull back 
The sea is you and you are the sea 
Same as the stars, past the upwards layers 
Shifting through grey and to blue again 
Really, both sea and sky are interchangeable 
They reflect one another, passing the color back and forth 
Until there is no more sky 
Simply the sea of stars that remains distant 
Yet so close
For just like the sea, and its salt and water 
It runs in us, from blood to bone 
Through elements and gases 
It makes us, and we make it alive 
We are the sea, we are its depths
We are the sky, we are its stars 
Grade 9, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“Dandelion Prison”
By Chloe Kline, Rising Sun High
Cecil County Literacy Chapter 
 
Oh dandelion, dandelion 
Come take me now 
Take away my sorrows 
And drown out the crowd 
Take me to a place far and high 
Take me to a place where I can touch the sky 
Oh, dandelion, dandelion 
I want to be free 
Free like your petals that fly in the breeze 
Free like a bird that soars through the sky 
Free to a place where I can shut my eyes 
Oh dandelion, dandelion 
Please let me be 
Your freedom brings me sorrow 
Where it brings others glee 
As I watch your petals flow free in the wind 
I can’t escape the prison I’m in 
 
 
 
 

Grade 10, Poetry
1st Place 
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“Lingering Touch” — a never forgotten connection
By Jacob Culver, Snow Hill Hill High
Eastern Shore Literacy Association
 
I still feel you —
a soft bruise of memory;
tender, aching,
refusing to heal.
 
The way your skin grazed mine
is now gone,
like how a fingerprint
slowly fades from the glass—
yet the warmth lingers longer 
than the mark ever did.
 
I am left in woe;
for without your comfort, 
I am kept alive only by memory—
in a haunted room
I wander each night,
where dust settles in what we were
but never fully covers it.
 
Continued to Next Page 
 
Sometimes I lift my hand
and swear I feel yours rise to meet it—  
a phantom touch,
a whisper of pressure
where your fingers once rested.
What you left behind
is a hallow shape of your affection,
an imprint pressed into my ribs,
a tenderness that hurts
in ways only the departed can give.
 
Your touch lingers still—
not alive,
not gone,
just suspended between worlds,
like a sigh caught in a doorway
 
I still feel you—
refusing
to let me forget
what it meant 
to be held.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Grade 10, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“Meeting HIm”
By Lillyanne Spelhaug, Kent Island High
Upper Shore Literacy Chapter 
 
Meeting him was like a song 
The words were flowing 
The lyrics wrote themselves 
 
Meeting him was like the ocean 
The waves sounded like a melody 
The comfort almost put me to sleep 
 
Meeting him was like solving a puzzle 
The pieces he brought made everything work
The feeling he gave me was complete 
 
Meeting him was like a calculator 
The way he made everything make sense 
The words he said were the voice of reason when I didn’t understand 
 
Meeting him was like a walk in the park. 
The quietness was comfortable but not too silent 
The weather with him felt just right. 
 
 

Grade 11, Poetry
1st Place 
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“The One Who Couldn’t Hear”
By Sophia Leimbach, Holly Grove Christian School
Eastern Shore Literacy Association 
 
I sang to the waves and they answered with bones,
the ships came to die at my shimmering home.
Each song was a promise, a curse dressed in lace,
and these men never lived to forget my face.
 
I learned not to linger, not whisper, not yearn,
for love was a fire that only burned.
I silenced my heart, and the sea grew still—
a Siren with a song she refused to kill.
 
But one quiet dawn, through the gulls’ thin cries,
a man sailed close with unhearing eyes.
He watched the horizon, not me or my art,
and I felt the first tremor deep in my heart.
 
I hummed by mistake—just a whisper of air,
and yet he didn’t falter, didn’t even stare.
He smiled at my silence, that blessed divide,
and I drowned in the peace of being denied.
 
 
 
Continued to Next Page
For once, I could speak without fear or disguise,
no curse in my voice, no death in his eyes.
And though he could never hear the oceans plea,
he heard me the way no one ever heard me.
 
So I let my song fade 
where his love meets my fear
and kept him beside me—
the One who couldn’t hear
 
 
Grade 11, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“Flaked on Corn Flakes”
By Nesochukwu Onyeuche, Centennial High
Howard County Literacy Association 
 
I didn’t get to
finish my cereal;
it was time to go.
 
harsh Lady Time had
laughed in my face and
spurned my hand to hold.
 
choosing to claw at 
my collar instead,
if only she would
 
turn to the door and
saunter away, with
hourglass in tow.
 
do as I'm told, but
cannot help asking
“can't you let me go?”
 
 
 
Continued to Next Page
	 			“not even once.
				not for a year and
				not for a month
	
				no, I will never
				cease to devour
				not for a measly hour.”
 
blank as a clock face,
I knew there lived no
kindness in her glower.
 
and I'm sure later
she'll make me drink that
milk that's turning sour.
 
 

Grade 12, Poetry
1st Place 
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“Victor Frankenstein”
By Cassandra Koh, Urbana High
Frederick County Literacy Association 
 ￼
	Victor	 
	Frankenstein
	I made	 
	you
	a mistake	 
	I cannot articulate just how
	terrible and	 
	frightened
	great	 
	men make me.
	hubris is	 
	the blood on my hands; 
	the fall of geniuses —	 
	not my folly, but yours.
	and it tastes burnt.	 
	I am
	you.	 
	what you made me —
	hideous and vile,	 
	a monster.
	you are	 
	destined to be scorned,
	a blight on the world.	 
	where was never love for me.
	what have I done?	 
	why would you do this?

		
 
Grade 12, Poetry
2nd Place 
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“Pink Confetti”
By Kanye Reid, Pocomoke High
Eastern Shore Literacy Association 
 
I loved you like the willow leans
Soft, uncertain, drawn to you.
 
You were the wind between my dreams,
Your laugh was like a mimosa’s blush,
Brief and bright in morning’s air.
 
It bloomed in me, a gentle rush
And vanished when I reached you there.
 
We sat beneath that willow’s sweep,
Its branches cloaked in twilight’s gray,
And though we vowed no heart would weep,
one always leaves, one always stays.
 
The mimosa, now, it grows alone, 
Still blooming where you used to lie.
Its pink confetti, overthrown, 
Like words we never said goodbye.
 
 
 
Continued to Next Page
 
The willow knows what I conceal
That love outlives the ones it’s for.
It weeps with me, but does not heal
Just waits beside the closing door.
 
If ever you’re breeze again, 
Pass softly through the garden’s gloom.
The willow aches, the blooms remain, 
Where love once was, and loss still blooms.
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“Turbo the Turkey”
       
By Maeve Anderson, Benfield Elementary
Anne Arundel County Literacy Chapter 
 
Once there was a turkey named Turbo. Now turbo is not an ordinary turkey. Turbo is a very, very speedy turkey. One day he was out in the cornfield enjoying his day with his friends. The clouds started to turn grey. He did not know there was a tornado coming but then he saw it and he ran to the barn. He thought the tornado was gone, so he opened the door. When he opened the door, he was face to face with the tornado. 
The barn was old and not built well. Turbo needed a safe place. He decided he could outrun the tornado. Full speed ahead, Turbo ran in the first house he saw. Little did he know, there was a very hungry boy waiting inside the home. The boy welcomed the turkey thinking he would make a good dinner. The boy cooked him up and ate him. When he was eating the turkey, he bit the bone and his tooth fell out. 
That night he put his tooth under his pillow hoping the Tooth Fairy would come. In the morning he felt funny. Something was not right. When he looked in the mirror, he saw he had turned into a turkey! 
The boy-turkey ran, at turbo speed, to the shower to try and wash himself back into a boy, but it did not work. He started to jump up and down, at turbo speed to see if he could change himself back. That did not work. He decided to run, at turbo speed, to the farmers houses and apologize to the farmer for eating the turkey. The farmer told him not to worry. He gave the boy-turkey a special bowl of turkey food to eat. When he finished the food, he started to change back into a boy. The boy learned his lesson that day, you should always help those who are scared just like the farmer who helped the scared boy. 
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“The Clever Cat and the  Trickster Tiger”
       
By Jaanvi Magesh, Worthington Elementary
Howard County Literacy Association
 
Once upon a time, in a magical forest named Alasia, there lived lots of animals. Some animals were friends with each other, and some animals were not. There was a bobcat named Whiskers who was very clever because he read a lot of books. One day, Whiskers was walking in the woods and saw a tiger. His name was Stripes. Whiskers went up to Stripes and asked him to race with him. Stripes agreed, but he was cruel, he had a mean plan. He asked Whiskers for some time to prepare for the race. Stripes went over a log and made a big hole so that Whiskers would fall in. Whiskers went to get some food. Then he saw a lion named Mainger who was laughing very hard. When Whiskers asked him why he was laughing, Mainger said he saw a tiger making a hole. Since Whiskers was very clever, he knew exactly that the tiger Mainger was talking about had to be Stripes. Then Stripes came back and the race started. Whiskers saw the hole from far away and went around it. But Stripes was looking only at Whiskers and forgot to watch where he was going. So, he fell into the hole that he dug! Whiskers got a rope and helped Stripes get out of the hole. Stripes was very embarrassed and he apologized to Whiskers. From that day, Whiskers and Stripes became best friends! Now, Stripes was never cruel to any animal in Alasia.
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“The Adventures of Lily”
By Lydia Isgrig, St. Margaret School
Harford County Literacy Chapter
 
Boom! Boom!  Boom! Lily the spaceship has lifted off, and she is going to outer space, a place as black as coal.
Lily is a long spaceship.  She has jet-like wings with fiery rockets on the wings.  She is shiny satin black and purple, like galaxies, which helps her camouflage during flights through space.  She is in orbit with Earth and the Moon in the Milky Way galaxy with the glowing, bright stars.
First, she flies through Earth’s atmosphere.  Next, she sees beautiful stars and massive planets whipping past as she glides.  Suddenly, Lily the spaceship runs low on battery and crashes into the Moon.  She realizes there are moon aliens, and they are destroying other spaceships.  That means they could destroy Lily, too.
Lily cannot move because the moon aliens drained her battery power completely when she crashed into the Moon.  She wants to contact another ship or space station for help.  She knows that if she does not get off the Moon, she’ll be scrap metal!
Lily has an idea.  She will try to ask the moon aliens for some of her battery power back.  Using her communication system, she sends the message, “Why did you drain my power?”  They reply, “Our pod crashed when we lost battery, so we drain power from other spaceships to try to repair it.”
Lily tells them that if they return her battery power, she can tow their pod back to their mothership.  The moon aliens think about it and say they will trust her to help them.  After a few hours, Lily’s battery power is restored.  With her systems back up, she tows the moon aliens’ pod to their nearby mothership.
As the moon aliens safely enter their mothership, Lily signals goodbye, blasts her rocket engines and shoots off into space.  She is finally back on course, ready to begin her biggest mission yet.  What other discoveries will Lily make in space? 
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“Toy-Making Day”
By Evelyn Justice, Ocean City Elementary
Eastern Shore Literacy Association
 
Once upon a time, there was an elf named Violet.  She was in her little home at the North Pole.  She was so excited because it was 25 days until Christmas and it was toy-making day, Violet’s favorite day of the entire year.  As she changed out of her new elf pajamas, she heard a loud knock at her door.
“Ho, ho, ho!  Are you ready, Violet?” asked Santa.
“Oh, Santa!  Of course!  I’ll be right out,” said Violet excitedly.
Violet shoved her hat over her pointy ears and flew outside to meet Santa.  They picked up one of Violet’s closest elf friends, Snowflake, on the way to the toy factory.  Snowflake looked ahead as they traveled, with a worried crease between her eyebrows.
“I don’t like the look of those clouds up ahead,” said Snowflake with a quivering voice.
“Don’t worry, Snowflake.  Nothing bad will happen today,” explained Santa.
“Yeah, Snowflake.  Today is toy-making day… only the best day of the year!  Nothing goes wrong on toy-making day,” Violet says enthusiastically. 
However, as they continued along in Santa’s sleigh, they began to hear rumbling in the distance, and the sky became as black as coal.
Arriving at the toy factory, the rumbling of the sky was overpowered by the hum of elves singing, as they created toys for all the boys and girls.
Violet hurried inside and quickly got to work, running the machine that sewed buttons onto the beautiful dolls, when a bright spark blinded Violet and the whole factory went dark.
“Umm, Santa?” said all the elves together.
“Oh dear!  What in the North Pole has happened?” questioned Santa.
“I bet I know,” said Snowflake disappointedly.  “Remember the dark clouds we saw in the distance?  I bet the power went out because of a bad snowstorm.”
“What are we going to do now?” asked the elves, turning to Santa.
“We may need to do this the old-fashioned way,” said Santa.
“But nothing bad is supposed to happen on toy-making day,” Violet said disappointedly.
“Nothing bad has happened, my dear.  We just have to do things a little differently today.  It will be fun!” said Santa with a chuckle.
As the day ended, everyone stopped to look around at the homemade gifts filling every corner of the toy factory.
“With a little hard work and a lot of Christmas magic, we did it!” shouted the elves merrily.  

Grade 3, Short Story
1st Place 
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“Freckle land”
By Nyah Hamilton, North Salisbury Elementary
Eastern Shore Literacy Association
 
Did you know lots of people have freckles? Some people don’t like their freckles, but I love mine. During the winter most freckles go on vacation, but when the sun comes in summer they come back! Some freckles work all year long and don’t ever leave, but how do they magically appear on our face? 
Every year, the sun shoots out lots of freckles. They shimmer like glitter as they are falling down to Earth. It’s like a big glitter bomb! Freckles are really their own little creatures, blasted out by the sun all over the world having no idea where they are going to land. Freckles look like a tiny dot, with a really BIG smile, kind of like tan and brown happy emojis, but with arms and legs. When the sun has extra energy to send, the freckles have a glitter trail shooting out from behind them. While they are dropping down, colorful parachutes help them float safely, and they chitter-chat in mid-air, sometimes excited and sometimes nervous. They say funny things like, “Wheee, let’s slide down this rainbow,” or “Ohh, I hope my kid has a dog or a horse, that would be fun,” “Ahhhh, a pigeon almost crashed into me,” “I hope I don’t get a bully,” “Maybe my kid’s mom is an orthodontist because I have shark teeth and need help!”, and my favorite, “Everybody grab hands and hold tight, we’re heading towards a big cloud, and don’t want to get lost!”
Meanwhile down on Earth, children around the world are playing outside, sitting on picnic tables, eating ice cream, swimming in the pool, doing cartwheels, playing lacrosse, shooting hoops, surfing, doing back flips on their trampolines, making art with sidewalk chalk,  riding bikes, standing in line at Rita’s Italian Ice, digging up sand crabs and shell hunting at the beach, plus lots and lots of other fun kid things! Little do they know, silly, parachuting, chit-chatting freckles will be landing on their faces any moment! Above them, the freckles are getting closer and closer, anxiously excited to find out who they get! 
Here we come!! FIVE……….FOUR………..THREE…….TWO……….ONE……LANDED!!! Whooooshh, the sparkle trails shoot out of the freckles brains as they greet any freckles that got there before them. Everybody outside gets freckles, just some of the freckles choose to stay invisible. While the freckle party is landing, the kids are clueless except for feeling a little sun-blasted. One wise freckle on a girl's face says, “One small step for freckle, one giant leap for frecklekind” and all the freckles feel proud.  
Later that night, after their parents tell them to go take a shower fifty times, kids look in their mirrors, do a double take, and so many freckles have magically appeared! They make puzzled faces with big eyes and scrunched up noses, trying to figure out where they came from. At dinner, the freckles find out the kids' names because the parents are bugging them to eat their vegetables and clean up their plates.
At one house, a little girl named Cecile, was amazed by how many freckles she had. A group of freckles knew each other for two years before they landed on her. Their names were Ugo, Cristal, Kingston, Trina, Lina, and Nyah. Cecile, like other kids, didn’t know freckles are sneaky like elves, and leave at night. One night, the group snuck out after she went to sleep. They went skip-hopping to the bowling alley, and they were laughing so hard, Trina was drinking milk and it shot out of her nose! Then at the trampoline park, they did a challenge to see who could do the most back flips in a row! Kingston and Nyah tied the flip competition. The others, since they lost, had to dress up as bananas, and go order something at Dunkin Donuts. They all happily ate their donuts, but then, Trina, Lina and Nyah all looked at the time and it was 5:40 am, and Cecile would be waking up in 20 minutes!  They used their sparkle trail energy to turbo boost themselves back home. When they got there, Cecile wasn’t in her room, they hadn’t made it on time, and she was already eating breakfast before school. They looked at each other and Lina said, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” They all ran and jumped into her backpack. Cecile noticed her freckles were missing, and she felt sad and confused. When she got to school, she stopped to use the bathroom, looked down to wash her hands, and right then the freckles snuck out of her backpack, ran up her sleeve, and jumped onto her cheeks! She smiled and said I’m so happy, but where did you come from?  
	She heard a soft whisper say, “Freckle Land!” 
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“Phoenix City”
By Annabelle Kirk, Roye Williams Elementary
Harford County Literacy Chapter 
 
“Mom! No! I’m not moving to Colorado!” Mya screamed.
Mya ran forcedly upstairs.  She ran into her room.  She faceplanted onto her bed and screamed.
Knock, knock.
Mya ignored the knocking because she felt heartbroken about leaving all she has known.
Mya lazily walked over to her cobwebby windowsill.  She sat on her pink beanbag and stared at the pictures of her friends hugging her.
“I’m going to miss everyone and everything,” she sniffled.
Mya stared out the window.  The stars looked like they were dancing by how they twinkled brightly.  Then, Mya saw it; a shooting star!  She quickly closed her eyes and folded her hands together.
“I wish for someone to tell me that everything will be fine, for me to find a friend at my new house, and like every fairy tale, for me to have my own happy ending,” she whispered.
Mya was tired so she jumped into bed, turned her nightlight off, and went to sleep with her wish on her mind.
The next morning, Mya felt itchy grass on her back.  She smelled nature air.  As she blinked to open her eyes, she noticed there was a ray of sunshine shining on her face.
“Where am I?” Mya hesitated as she rubbed her eyes because the sun was so bright.
Mya stood up carefully to find that what looked like a crystal blue eagle was before her!      ‘Is he or she a phoenix?’  Mya wondered.
“Are, you like…ummm, a phoenix?”  Mya asked nervously, as she looked around to look for somewhere to hide.
“Yes! I am!” the phoenix replied.  
“What’s your name?”
“My name is Phelix the phoenix!” Phelix exclaimed.
“Why are you not red?” Mya questioned.
“I was born wrong and instead of being red and hot, I am as cold as ice and breathe ice other than fire.”
Am I in Phoenix land or something? 
Just like Phelix could read Mya’s mind, he said,
“You are in Phoenix City!  A fun fact --- we have the most phoenixes in all land and cities!”
“How do I get home?!” Mya shrieked.
Mya shivered by the thought of never seeing her mom again.
“Get on my back.  Don’t worry, my basket has a blanket, so you won’t freeze,” Phelix said.
Mya stared down at the green grass and noticed a woven basket beside Phelix.
“Oh, ummmmm, okay?”
Mya questioned herself why she said ‘okay’ to a phoenix as she put the blanket on his back.  She hopped on slowly and grabbed his feathers.
Am I safe?  Should I trust someone who is 1, a stranger, and 2, a phoenix?
“Ahhhhh!” Mya screeched as they took off.
As Phelix flew, he asked,
“So…what troubles you?”
“Well, my mom just joined the military, and we are about to move.  Wait, why are you asking me this?” Mya asked.
“Because everyone who comes here has a problem.  What is your last name?’
“Klerk,” Mya replied.
“Oh! Your mom came here once before about…”  Just as he was about to finish his sentence and BAM!
*****
“I think we just got knocked out,” Phelix said.
Mya found that they were in a black cage.
“Are you okay?” Mya asked.
Although Mya had just met a stranger, she had already warmed up to him, at least a little.
“Yeah, I am fine.  My head just hurts a little bit, are you okay?”
“Yeah, I am fine.”
“Hey, I just want you to know, everything’s going to be fine.”
“You said something about my mom coming to Phoenix City but then you trailed off,” Mya reminded Phelix.
Phelix continued, “Your mom came here for the same reason, same as other kids, and parents!  Just know this, YOU are strong, physically, and mentally.  You can do this, and you are not alone.”
Phelix then looked stern; serious in a way.
*****
Mya clenched her fists and opened her eyes.  Boxes were everywhere!
“Time to go sweetheart!” Mya heard her mom call.
Mya grabbed her suitcase and started walking out the door of her room.  Suddenly, she paused then started to bawl.  After a minute or two of crying, she remembered what Phelix said.
“You are strong…”
“You can do this…”
“…you are not alone.”
Mya started saying those affirmations out loud to herself.  The more she said it, the more she believed it!
“I am ready,” she said sternly.
She felt powerful!  Like she could tackle anything!  She even believed that she could do what she thought was impossible; moving.
“Bye home,” she whispered quietly as she was about to walk out the house door.
“Goodbye.”
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“The Shadow that Followed Me”
By Leamon Cheng, Dayton Oaks Elementary
Howard County Literacy Association
 
For a long time, I felt like something was following me.
I couldn’t see it clearly, but I always felt it nearby—like a shadow just behind my shoulder. When I walked to school, it was there. When I ate dinner, it was there. When I lay in bed at night, staring at the ceiling, it felt like someone was watching.
But the strangest thing was this:
Whenever I actually sat down and did my math homework, the feeling disappeared.
At first, I thought I was imagining everything.
But then weird things started to happen.
One day, I left my math paper on my desk and stepped away for a second. When I came back, the paper looked bigger. Not torn or wrinkled—just bigger.
And there were new questions on it.
Harder questions.
Questions I didn’t remember writing.
Then I started seeing shapes outside.
Floating triangles appeared near trees and sidewalks. Strange words hovered in the air:
sin
cos
tan
Nobody else seemed to notice them. People walked right through the triangles like they weren’t there at all.
I thought maybe I was going crazy.
I didn’t know what to do, so I had a very silly idea.
If I dig underground and turn into a worm, I thought, I won’t have to do math anymore.
So I grabbed a shovel and dug a hole.
When I dropped underground, something strange happened. I didn’t turn into a worm.
I turned into a tiny wire.
I couldn’t move.
I couldn’t talk.
I panicked.
I climbed back out as fast as I could.
After that, I decided I would just do my homework.
Days passed.
Then weeks.
Then months.
One day, I dug again.
This time, I turned into a small motor. I felt stronger. And I noticed something important:
The more math I learned, the stronger I became underground.
That idea stayed with me.
So I studied—not just to finish homework, but to understand. The strange words began to make sense. Sine, cosine, and tangent weren’t scary anymore.
They were tools.
After a long time of learning, I dug again.
This time, I became a robot worker in a huge underground world. There were glowing tunnels, moving machines, and robots everywhere.
At the end of one tunnel, I saw him.
The shadow.
“I’ve been watching you,” the robot said.
“Why?” I asked.
“Because you are learning the language,” he replied.
“What happens if I learn more?” I asked.
He smiled.
“Then you become more.”
I kept learning for years. I practiced, made mistakes, and tried again.
One day, when I dug underground, the robots bowed to me.
They called me King Sine, Cosine, and Tangent.
At first, it felt amazing. I had powerful robots and a strong kingdom.
But soon, trouble came.
A thief stole our knowledge and hid it behind hard tests.
I rushed into battles. I built bigger robots. I tried to solve everything quickly.
But the underground world became unstable.
Screens went blank.
Signals broke.
Nothing worked the way I wanted.
Then something important happened.
A giant machine spoke.
“You can’t rush this level,” it said. “You have to understand it.”
I slowed down.
Instead of rushing, I explained my thinking. I took my time. I connected ideas.
And when I truly understood a problem, the underground world became calm again.
That’s when I realized the truth.
The thief wasn’t real.
The battles weren’t real.
They were confusion.
When I tried to rush or show off, the world broke.
When I understood and explained my thinking, everything worked.
At the final level, I was asked to choose.
“Power,” the voice said, “or understanding?”
I looked at my robots and machines. Then I answered honestly.
“I choose understanding.”
The underground world changed.
The robots rested.
The symbols stopped floating wildly.
Everything became quiet and clear.
I wasn’t a king anymore.
I was a learner.
The next morning, I woke up in my bed. Sunlight came through the window. My math book sat on my desk.
No floating triangles.
No shadows.
I opened the book. The problems were still there—but they didn’t feel scary anymore.
I picked up my pencil and started solving.
And somewhere deep underground, everything stayed perfectly quiet—
because it finally made sense.
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“Bud”
By Talia Clamage, Monarch Global Academy
Anne Arundel County Literacy Association 
 
Bud was a worthless plant. And he knew it. Everyone always told him. The pink rose said  “You’re such an ordinary green color. The grass is green, the leaves are green, our stems are green. You are not unique like me. I am a beautiful pink flower.” The red Lily said “Look at my  beautiful red petals. They will never be destroyed, because no animal would dare touch  something so beautiful. You do not even have petals.” 
Just then, a bee landed on the red lily. The bee looked very tired. He said “May I please rest here  for a minute or two? My wings are aching and my back hurts.” The red lily said “Eeeww,  disgusting! This ugly bee is going to mess up my beautiful petals!” He shook his petals up and  down to flick the bee off. 
Bud said “Come bee, rest on me. I will not flick you away. I’m not worried about being  destroyed, for I am not beautiful, like the rest. Everyone says so.” “Ick!” said the blue iris. “Why  are you letting that disgusting creature land on you? You will never be beautiful like us, if you  worry so much about being nice to little bugs.” 
Bud did not listen to the other flowers. As time went on, he let bees land on him, ants crawl up  his stem, and hummingbirds sniff him. They told jokes and laughed all day long. They watched  the ants collect their food. And at the end of each day, they all watched the sunset together. Bud  started to realize that he didn’t care if he did not look as pretty as the other flowers, or if he had beautiful pink petals. He was having fun because he had friends and a great life. 
One day, Bud began to feel a funny cramp in his stem. Little petals started popping out of him.  Before he knew it, he was a beautiful flower. But he was a color he could not easily identify. He  had seen this color before, but not on a flower. He matched the sun. “I must be a sunflower!” he  shouted.  
Overhearing Bud, the red lily looked at him in shock and said “Even when you have sprouted  into a flower, you are still ugly. Look at the brown color in your middle. You are the same color as dirt. In fact, I think you are dirt.” But, Bud didn’t care. He was so happy he had friends. And he felt beautiful. 
The next morning, when Bud woke up with his friends, they all watched the beautiful sunrise together. But halfway through it, they heard the shriek of the pink lily. “Eeeeeeeeek! My  beautiful pink petal is not a smooth beautiful petal anymore. Look how wrinkly it is becoming.” Bud noticed that the other flowers were starting to shrivel too. They were still only concerned  about how they looked. 
Meanwhile, he kept playing games with his friends. Suddenly, one of the bees spotted something  nice. “Look you have such beautiful, nice smelling nectar. May I have some?” “Always” said  Bud. The bee took a big whiff of the nectar, licked his lips, and started drinking as much as he  could. 
Weeks went by. All of a sudden, Bud noticed a little brown thing, shaped like a tear drop, fall out  of him to the ground. “What are you staring at?” asked the blue Iris. The bee buzzed past them  and told them, “That’s a seed! It’s beginning. You are going to have a family of flowers. And  they will all be your type of flower. They will start as buds and transform into beautiful  sunflowers just like you.” 
The blue Iris looked confused and a little mad. “Why don’t we have seeds? I want to have  children too. I want my flower to be the most common flower in the whole world, and to never  be destroyed.” 
“All flowers die at some point,” said the bee. “They cannot live forever, but their type of flower  will always thrive if they are kind, like the sunflower. The reason Bud has seeds, is because he  was nice to me and let me drink his good nectar. I pollinated him while I was drinking, which  made him have seeds. Soon his type of flower will spread all over. Everyone will see how  beautiful sunflowers are.” “And, more importantly, I will have a family!” said Bud excitedly. 
After a couple weeks, the seed began to sink into the ground and a new baby flower eventually  sprouted. More and more seeds began to sprinkle all over the grass, creating a big family for Bud  and his children. He treated all his close insect friends as family too. They all lived happily ever  after.
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“The Clockmaker’s Promise”
By Arya Thomas, Triadelphia Ridge Elementary
Howard County Literacy Association 
 
In the middle of the old quarter where the streets curled like question marks and the lamps flickered with forgetful lights, there stood a little clock shop. Its windows were always fogged from the inside, and behind the glass one could make out dozens of faintly, glowing gears drifting as if suspended in amber. The shop belonged to Elliot Thorn, the last clockmaker, in a city that had long ago decided time was better told by screens than by hands. Elliot was not particularly old though his hair had silvered early, and the lines at the corner of his eyes suggested he smiled more than people assumed.
His shop had few customers these days. Children would peer in curious about the strange ticking they heard, but their parents tugged them away with a “We’re late.” Late. The word always made Elliot smile. One rainy evening just as Elliot was polishing the brass frame of a half-finished pocket watch, the bell above the door chimed not with its usual metallic ring but with a soft musical tone he did not recognize. He looked up. A girl stood there, maybe ten years old completely drenched and holding a broken antique clock in her hands. The clock was older than the building, carved with delicate vines and leaves. One of the hands dangled loosely, and the pendulum swung weakly as if gasping for air. “Can you fix it?” She asked. Elliot wiped his hands on his apron. “I can try. Where did you get something so extraordinary?” “It was my grandmother’s,” the girl said.  “She passed away last winter. Before she died, she told me that as long as the clock ticks, our family will never lose its way. It stopped last night.” Elliot took the watch gently. “I thought maybe someone like you…someone who still believes in clocks… could fix it.” The girl mumbled.` Elliot felt something warm tug at his chest. “Let’s see what we can do.” 
He placed the clock on his work bench and opened the back. Inside, instead of the expected gears and springs, there were tiny glass orbs, each glowing faintly with shifting colors. The girl leaned in. “What are those?” Elliot studied them carefully. “Memories,” he whispered. “This is not an ordinary clock.” The girl's eyes widened. “Can you fix memories?” “I’m not sure,” Elliot replied. “But I can honor them.”  He began to work, using tools finer than sewing needles and as old as his apprenticeship. With each touch, the glass orbs flickered showing brief images. A grandmother brushing a child's hair, a little girl learning to tie her shoes, a family gathered around a crackling fire. As Elliot adjusted one of the gears, he felt a memory of his own shimmer up from the depths. His father teaching him to hold a screwdriver steady, their hands overlapping. The shop seemed to fade around him, replaced by soft echoes and the scent of lavender. When he blinked, everything snapped back. Now the room felt warmer, the rain quieter. Hours passed like minutes. At last Elliot replaced the back panel and wound the tiny brass key. The clock struggled, then steadied. Tick. Tick. Tick. The sound filled the shop like a heartbeat. The girl gasped. “You fixed it!” Elliot smiled. “Not just fixed. Restored. Your grandmother put something precious into this clock. She wanted you to remember that even when time feels still or broken, love does not disappear. It only waits to be wound again.” The girl clutched the clock to her chest. “Thank you.” “Take care of it,” Elliot said softly. “And if it ever falters again, bring it back. I’ll be here.” She nodded and hurried out. 
Elliot watched her vanish down the street, then he turned back to his workbench. For a long moment, he simply listened to the soft ticking of the dozens of clocks, to the rain thinning into a gentle mist, to the echo of memories that were not entirely his. He picked up the half-finished pocket watch from earlier. It glowed faintly now, though he hadn't touched it.
Curious, Elliot opened the casing. Inside was a single glass orb. It pulsed with a warm, golden light. Elliot frowned in surprise. He had never placed an orb inside. When he touched it, a memory surged. Not from the past, but from the future. The little girl returning to the shop, older, smiling, handing him the antique clock again. And behind her, a child of her own. Elliot exhaled shakily. He closed the watch, feeling a quiet gratitude unfurl inside him. Perhaps it was about holding memories carefully until they found where they belonged. He set the watch beside the others and whispered to the empty room, “I will keep my promise.” And the clocks ticked in gentle agreement.
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“The Magic Bookstore”
By Stella Martin, Matapeake Elementary
Upper Shore Literacy Association 
 
“Ding!” The bell chimed as a girl walked through a brown-rimmed door with a rectangular window pane and a sign that read “Closed”. She stepped onto the wooded floor and gazed around to see if anyone was looking, over the velvet couches, and even to the edges of the bookstore to the long bookshelf and the café area and seats, separated from each other at different ends. After she confirmed that no one was there, she reached into the pocket of her blue, skinny jeans and pulled out a crinkled piece of paper. She smoothed it out with her young, pretty fingers. It held a six-numbered password. But she didn’t need to see it for she already knew it by heart. How could she not! Having been with her grandfather while he owned the old bookstore and opening the safe thousands of times with her grandfather saying encouragingly, 
“Go on Rosy, you can do it.” 
Rosy pushed that memory away, tears flooding her eyes as she painfully reminded herself. 
Grandpa is not the owner anymore. He is gone or disappeared. Nobody really knows. But she’s gonna find out, and no better place to start than his bookstore. 
“The safe! That’s where I’ll find my next clue. A newspaper or something!” 
The same bell chimed again above the door. It startled her so bad that she dropped the piece of paper that held the password and it floated gently down, eventually hitting the surface of the floor. She quickly wiped her eyes, knowing there’s hope if she can just open the safe. She turned around to see none other than her uncle opening the door. Fear and dread gripped her mind. She knew she would be found. Her instincts took over and she darted behind a velvet green couch. Her unwanted uncle was there, but she released a sigh of relief because the dim lights didn’t reach behind the couch. She poked one eye through the two couch cushions that didn’t block her view, but hid her body so that her presence was unknown. She could see her uncle clearly as he opened the safe. Stepping with wet shoes from the midnight rain onto her piece of now wet paper, he took books and walked them over to the bookshelf and randomly shoved them into the shelves. Adrenaline pumped through her body as she heard her heart beating, as if it was banging side to side in her head. She was breathing heavily now, but she knew she could not let a sound escape, not even her breath. Her body shook, the thought of her uncle knowing she was sneaking around his bookstore! She saw a sharp movement out of the corner of her eye. It was the cat trying to claw at her uncle. Like the cat knew that shoving books into the shelf was bad. 
Why is my uncle even doing that? Rosy wondered, and after lingering on this thought, she snuck along the floor making sure she was not seen by anyone, but the fat orange cat with a smashed face and a long bushy tail looked at her with squinting eyes and a long moaning cry came from him, “Merow,” which in English would probably be translated into, “I’ve got an eye on you.” Her uncle then sat down and started to read a book on the couch. 
She swiftly moved into a dark hallway. 
If I could just get the safe! 
She shook her head as she thought this and eyed the safe that was supposed to be under the register, but was left on the café table next to the display of desserts, no doubt her uncle’s doing. 
Of course it’s left there! It’s my uncle we’re talking about! Well, at least it’ll be easier. 
She felt her legs get tired from crouching so she started to crawl but heard the floor moaning from the weight. 
She hid behind the couch her uncle was sitting on. He looked over his shoulder only to find nothing. After he turned his focus back to his book, she took her chance, and grabbed the safe. She put in the combination, and found none other than her grandfather’s face staring back at her on the cover of a book. But it wasn’t that that scared her. Her grandfather was moving, trapped inside the book! Dread filled her as all the puzzle pieces came together. 
Uncle is trapping grandpa in a book! Grandpa’s life is in jeopardy! 
She then heard a voice with an evil curiosity, 
“Rosy, what are you doing?” 
“How… why?”
“You don’t understand, do you? This magic bookstore is now mine!”
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“Courage to Speak Up”      
By Chesnie Ziegenhein, Chesapeake Bay Middle
Anne Arundel County Literacy Association
 
Twelve-year-old Marisol Rivera had always loved the warm creak of her grandparents’ house. Every morning, sunlight spilled through the lace curtains, and the smell of Abuela’s cinnamon oatmeal filled the kitchen. Marisol and her grandparents lived on a quiet street with a crooked mailbox, a lemon tree in the yard, and neighbors who waved when they passed. It wasn’t a perfect home, but to Marisol, it was the safest place in the world.
But school was different.
Middle school felt like stepping into a storm every day. There were crowded hallways and loud voices bouncing off lockers. Most days, Marisol kept her head down and hurried to class, pretending she didn’t hear the whispers from Alyssa and Brielle, two girls who had decided that Marisol was their new favorite target.
It started with small things—snickering when she walked by, rolling their eyes when she raised her hand in class. But soon it became sharper, more painful.
“Nice shoes,” Alyssa would say loudly, her voice sugary and cruel. “Did your grandma make those?”
“Oh wait,” Brielle added once, “she probably did. They look ancient.”
Marisol tried to ignore them, but their words stuck to her like burns. Every afternoon when she walked home, she wished she could leave those words on the sidewalk instead of carrying them inside her chest.
Her best friend, Kai, noticed something was wrong long before she told him. Kai had been her friend since second grade, when they built a cardboard fort at recess and declared themselves “Kings and Queens of Snacks.” He was funny, loyal, and knew how to read Marisol’s mood even when she didn’t speak.
One windy Tuesday during lunch, Marisol sat with her sandwich untouched. Kai watched her peel the crust off bit by bit, her shoulders hunched like she was shrinking into herself.
“Okay,” he said finally, setting down his juice box. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing,” Marisol muttered.
“Liar,” he said gently.
She sighed. “It’s Alyssa and Brielle.”
“What about them?”
“They won’t stop bothering me,” she whispered. “They make fun of my clothes, they laugh at me in the hallway… sometimes I hear them whisper when I walk into a room. I know they’re talking about me.”
Kai frowned, his eyebrows knitting together. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
Marisol shrugged. “I hoped it would stop.”
“But it didn’t,” Kai said. “And it won’t unless you say something.”
The idea of saying something made her stomach twist. “Like what?”
“Like… ‘please stop.’ You have to tell them. They might not even know how much it hurts you.”
“They know,” Marisol said quietly. “They just don’t care.”
Kai leaned in. “Then you tell them anyway. You stand up for yourself. You deserve better, Marisol.”
That night, Marisol sat on the edge of her bed in her grandparents’ house, staring at the lemon tree outside her window. She could hear her grandparents talking softly in the kitchen, the clink of dishes, the hum of the old refrigerator. She felt safe here—but she was tired of feeling so small outside of it.
She remembered something Abuela always said:The truth is strong.
Maybe Kai was right. Her voice might be small, but it was still hers. She had to use it.
The next morning, Marisol felt like her body was buzzing. Her hands trembled as she opened her locker. She kept repeating the words in her mind:
Please stop.
Please stop.
She spotted Alyssa and Brielle at the end of the hallway, whispering. Normally she would turn the other way, pretend to tie her shoe, anything to avoid them. But not today.
Kai stood a few lockers away, watching her with quiet support. He didn’t say anything, but he gave her a small nod—the kind of nod that meant I’m right here.
Marisol took a breath and walked toward the girls. They noticed her right away.
“Well, look who—” Alyssa began.
But Marisol didn’t let her finish.
“Please stop.”
Her voice wasn’t loud. It wasn’t angry. But it was steady.
Alyssa blinked, surprised. “What?”
Marisol swallowed hard. “Please stop. Stop making comments about me. Stop whispering about me. Stop laughing at me. I don’t like it. And it’s mean.”
Brielle shifted uncomfortably. “We were just joking.”
“It doesn’t feel like a joke,” Marisol said. “It feels like you’re trying to make me feel bad. And I want you to stop.”
For a moment, the hallway seemed to freeze. Students walked by, lockers slammed, teachers called out morning reminders—but all Marisol could hear was her own heartbeat.
Alyssa looked away. “Fine. Whatever.”
Brielle murmured, “Yeah… okay.”
They didn’t apologize. They didn’t suddenly become her friends. But they didn’t say anything else, either. They simply turned and walked down the hall.
Marisol felt the air rush back into her lungs. Her knees wobbled, but she stood firm. It wasn’t a victory parade, but it was something better—courage.
Kai jogged over, grinning. “You did it!”
“I did,” Marisol said, almost in disbelief. “I actually did.”
“How do you feel?” 
She paused. “Brave.”
Kai laughed. “Good. Because you are.”
That afternoon, as she walked home, the sun warmed Marisol’s shoulders. The lemon tree swayed in the breeze when she reached her yard, and Abuela waved from the porch.
“Hola, mi cielo,” she called. “How was school?”
Marisol smiled—really smiled—for the first time in a while. “Better,” she said. “A lot better.”
Inside, the house felt even safer than usual. Maybe it wasn’t just the house. Maybe it was her—maybe she was stronger than she thought.
And as she sat at the kitchen table with her grandparents, listening to the comforting sounds of home, Marisol realized something important: Storms didn’t last forever.
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“Beyond Times”
By Eloise Coningsby, Bel Air Middle
Harford County Literacy Chapter 
 
He hurried down Tenth Avenue with a feeling of wonderful excitement.  On this day his dream, the one that for years and years he had pined after, trying to find some secretive solution hiding in a place otherwise unknown to him in order to defy the problem that stood in the way of it.  But after many days of wandering British streets, thinking, trying, and failing he would do it.  He would accomplish his dream and all of the great and mysterious tasks that would inevitably come with it…whatever they might be like.  For the man rushing down the street in a black coat and hat was unusual as far as men in black coats and hats go.  What made him so unusual was his way with words.
When on the street he often noticed things that many passed by for they always seemed to keep their heads stored under dreary umbrellas, eyes directed down toward the gritty cobble stones plastered together in a messy fashion (something he noticed).  He paid attention to the crows, perching on street lamps and cleaning their feathers, wild and free.  He eyed the way the snow landed on the scrawny trees by 49th in the midst of creating a sort of winter wonderland…or as winter wonderland like as a tarnished city could be.  He noticed the chimney sweeps fallen on hard times lining the brick buildings that almost touched the Irish Sea imitating the soot lining their chins.  He took in the feeling of  the coins he handed them; engraved and warm from sitting in the bottom of his trouser pocket.
The man would take these small things and turn them into bits of creativity that would withstand the depths of time.  He’d twist these everyday objects till he could see the light in them.  But this wasn’t where the man’s talents ended, oh no.  He had an incredible way of thinking.  So incredible that he could imagine worlds outside his own.  Places where the unknown happened.  Where the good were brave and won battles and the evil were weak and lost.  Places that those who had enough money to learn their letters could step into.  The man thought it distressing that the ones who would most enjoy hopping from one world to another were batted back by their lack of reading skills.  However, there had been good news in recent days that comforted the man.  There was news that more children were getting at least a little schooling.  Enough to read most books.  And that was something the man wanted to give the world.  Books.
These descriptions of everyday things and stories told of lands not mapped often sat inside the man’s head.  It seemed to the man that whenever his quill touched paper the ideas flew, circling around the room like children on a spinning circus ride.  Then they were gone.  Out the window and down the streets, flying past the paper boys and lamp lighters.  Lost, those words of joy and sadness and everything in between, to the fog covering the sad streets of the small fishing town.  And the man, the sad lonely man, sat at his desk in his small seaside hut, as the ink in his quill, a centimeter over the page, dripped down in the place where words were supposed to lie.  This happened every single time.  The man would have a wonderful thought, an idea, a message that he could share with the world but when he put his pen to paper it was n more.  The man was a quiet one with a beautiful memory, there could be images from many years before and the man could still recall them so sharply and clearly, they could have happened the week before.  But once he tried to put his words outside his head, they were gone.  And he would never remember again.  He even once tried telling his friend a story but just as he had opened his mouth…poof.  He had no ideas why it happened but it did and he was determined to share his ideas with the rest of the world.
His goal was to overcome this as he hurried through the town past the street sellers and alley ways, to his seaside home on the edge of nowhere.  It was a small hut with barely enough room for a bed, desk, and stove all lining three different walls; the fourth had a door.  Her was not rich, but neither poor, having just enough to live out the rest of his days.  He saw a mouse skitter behind the silent stove.  The man murmured angrily under his breath, “Why do I always forget to set traps?  I often remember so much.”  The truth was, the man was terrified of traps as one had clamped down on his toe when he was a young boy.  He still had a scar from that.  The man walked over to his desk made of pine wood by one of the best craftsmen in the country with a matching velvet seat.  It had been from a friend but had passed through so many in their family before him.  Maybe one day the man would pass it on to someone else more entitled to it, to love it more than he.  It was a beauty but what was the point if the man’s thoughts were gone as soon as he sat down to write them?  He pushed the thought away, trying to not think about such things while overcoming that very challenge.  He sat down and dipped his quill in the ink.  He breathed in and thought of his wonderful idea, a sort of telling of someone else’s story.  Someone he had known very well and still loved with his whole heart.  Their story, as much as he knew, he wanted to put in words on the page.  He focused on the story in his mind.  If it was front and center in his brain, he couldn’t forget it.  He had he thought and put his pen down…What had he been thinking about?  He had forgot!  Again!  The man slumped in his seat and sighed.  What little he remembered was that it had been a good idea and the would never remember again.
The days dragged on in this sort of fashion.  It seemed to the man that he never ran out of words, but always forgot them later on that day. One winter morning he had enough.  He put on his best brown leather shoes which had some faint white marks when his shoe crinkled  a little when bending to observe something on the ground.  They were like a map, his shoes, leading somewhere through those white trails.  Perhaps he thought they would lead him somewhere.  He walked the long curving roads to the snow-covered farm of the Williams family.  It was about six acres of fertile land with a house in the middle and a grazing spot for cattle beside the barn.  He walked the road up the front door and helped himself to the silver knocker.  He could hear one of their two children, twin boys, calling for their father.
“Welcome,” Mr. Williams opened the door, “Good to see you lad.  What seems to be the trouble?”  He wore elegant pants and a button-down shirt with a pocket watch and white beard.
“Morning George, I have something a bit strange to discuss with you, I’m afraid.”
Mr. Williams led the man through the furnished parlor to the small library with a window looking out on the fields.  They sat down and the man explained his predicament.  Mr. Williams was known to be one of the wisest in the small city.  He almost always had an answer.  “Well, friend you must understand, your stories involve things beyond the ways of the world.  There are people who disapprove of things that go beyond what they’re used to.  You see the world is a box to them, one they neither want to crawl out of nor understand more.  You describe your writing in a way that I’m afraid seems beyond our times.  The world might not be ready to accept it.  You have a beautiful way with words and although I’ve never heard your tellings, I have a feeling that they may be too great for the world to understand that the Earth itself actually refuses.  It sounds strange but you have a strange problem for a reason.  I suggest taking it slowly, be patient and one day it will come to you.”  The man thanked his old friend and hurried out.  His logic was very different from what he was used to, but he trusted him.
A few years later the man walked through the streets and stumbled upon the paper boy.  “Sir, do you happen to know any good stories for me?  You see no one seems to buy the paper no more, so I spend the days reading it myself.  But I get bored with those.  You happened to know a story?”  The man bent down to the boy’s level, smiled, and started telling a story that some would dislike.  A story that some would enjoy.  A story that many would dive deep into and learn to love a world beyond their own.  A story that the world needed, no matter what anyone said.
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“Trip of a Lifetime”
By Serena Jaoude, Worcester Preparatory
Eastern Shore Literacy Association
 
I thought my family vacation would be relaxing. I thought it would be a blast. I didn’t think I would be hurtling through the air towards the Atlantic Ocean at roughly 650 miles per hour.
I was on my way to a lovely vacation in the tropics with my family. It was going to be amazing! White sand, blue water, exotic food, the whole shebang! I was going to Barbados to one of the most highly rated resorts on the entire island!
We prepared to depart from Baltimore with Southwest Airlines. There was one delay because of rough weather, which we later realized was a foretaste of what was yet to come. The gate attendant finally announced that it was time to board the plane.As I took my seat next to my sister, Hazel, she leaned over and whispered, “I can’t wait!”
“Me too!” I replied, with a bit of excitement in my voice.
The flight attendant gave us a safety briefing, which seemed boring at the time. She went over how to buckle the seat belts, where the exits are, to stay in your seat when there’s turbulence, the usual speech. She also pointed out where fire extinguishers and first aid kits were located, and what to do in case of land and water crashes. This proved to be priceless information. Later, I wished I had listened more carefully.
About midway through the flight, the captain made an announcement over the intercom. It was so loud and sudden that I was disrupted while deep in my book. He hurriedly stated, “Ladies and gentlemen, we will be experiencing some minor turbulence. Please take your seats and fasten your seat belts. We apologize for the inconvenience.” The nervous tone of his voice hinted that it was not going to be a pleasant trip for a while.
I looked out my window and saw grey skies ahead. Despite a passive appearance, the mass of clouds looked so large that it was going to be nearly impossible to avoid. As we entered the clouds, I started to hear a trickle of rain on the sturdy metal frame of the plane.
Like a drummer, the rain quickly crescendoed and became a relentless punk rock song of rain drumrolls, thunder cymbal crashes, and lightning stage effects. The screams and yells of the passengers were drowned out by the horrible music. Most songs are about four minutes long, but this one seemed to be a never ending epic of twists, turns, and embellishments.
The plane was shaking around us while the sea churned viciously below. Hazel was crying, forgotten in all the noise. I clung on to her tight in hopeless effort. The plane started to veer downwards.
The captain shouted over the intercom, “REMAIN CALM! REMAIN CALM! BRACE FOR IMPACT!”
That's when I realized we were going to crash.
A ray of sunlight shined on my face through the window next to me, and I suddenly jolted awake. There was a horrible buzz ringing in my ears and a relentless throb in my head. It took me a moment to realize what had happened. All I was able to remember was the plane veering towards the sea at a dangerous speed. I could only hope my family survived unscathed to a certain degree like I did.
Even with the pain, I arose from my seat and looked around. My sister was next to me. I checked her pulse and let out a sigh of relief when I detected a steady heartbeat. Repeating the process on the other passengers, I found that my mother and father, along with most of the passengers, were alive but not in a state of consciousness.
The medical kit was at the front of the plane, and I grabbed it, knowing that it would be an indispensable asset for survival. I also grabbed a map from one of the seats in hopes that I would be able to find out where I was located. All the items I gathered were then stuffed in a backpack, which I had emptied out prior, to keep them available for use.
It was at that moment when the other passengers finally woke up. The aisle was suddenly alive with moans and groans. Soon after, the pilots and flight attendants started handing out lifejackets and checking on everyone to make sure that they were in somewhat good health. Once they were finished, they announced that the storm had veered the plane into the Atlantic Ocean and that the next course of action was to emit a rescue signal, open the emergency doors, and prepare rafts for boarding.
One by one, the passengers slid down the slides and mounted the rafts. There were children who looked scared with adults attempting to soothe them. When it was my turn, I slid down, and the staff assisted me when I boarded my raft.
The water was not calm, but not rough either, as though nature was attempting to apologize for the eventful night before. It was slightly warm and displayed a deep, rich blue color. The clear skies and radiant sun also paired well with the seas. These cheerful surroundings clashed completely with the nervous energy of the survivors.
Waiting. The only thing we had to do. I was filled with boredom while I waited. I suppose I could have attempted small talk, but what was there to say? That everything was going to be okay even though I most certainly did not know that? That we would get through this? I knew that a little comfort might have been an okay idea, but the last thing I wanted to do was spread false hope. However, in spite of the current bleak situation, I never ruled out the diminutive chance of rescue.
So we waited and waited and waited. Hours passed. The sun crept up in the sky, and the tide lapped at the side of the raft.
Suddenly, I heard a low thumping noise. It was so minuscule that it nearly went unnoticed. The strength of the sound increased and the distinction between the thumps became more noticeable.
Approximately five minutes later, a formation of helicopters came into view. The passengers let out sighs of relief and expressed looks of excitement. We were about to be rescued!
After a little more waiting, Coast Guard helicopters arrived! Once I had the chance to take a closer look, I realized that these helicopters had a mammoth-like size. I came to the conclusion that they needed room to transport all the passengers, hence their bulky appearance.
The pilots of the helicopters began to use universal hand signals to communicate with the pilots of our fallen aircraft. The helicopters then dropped ladders down to the rafts. In a calm manner, the pilots instructed us to climb up one at a time. Eventually, I began to ascend towards the vehicle. I held on extremely tight and did my best to keep my cool. “One step at a time,” I thought to myself.
After what seemed to be an eternity, I reached the top. Two sets of steady hands helped me to ease my way into the helicopter. “That’s the last one!” the man to my right exclaimed. He then closed the door and I stumbled to the final available seat.
As the helicopter jolted towards a beautiful crimson-orange sunset, I couldn’t help but think, “That was a trip of a lifetime!”
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“Hope”
By Rachel Blorstad, Middletown Middle
Frederick County Literacy Association
 
I stared down at my journal, my tears flooding the pages, and smearing the ink along the lines.  My life would never be the same. Six months ago, my mom passed away in a fire back in California. We were hiking in the woods when a wildfire had started.  My dad and I made it out……….my mom didn't. 
Nothing had been the same since. We moved to a small house in Virginia just by the edge of the woods. I started a new school, and I loved to learn and write, but at this school I’m not treated the same. Everyone calls me the “momless girl.” I try to ignore them but it gets worse everyday. Dad suggested I try writing in my journal about my feelings and what I’m grateful for but you can see where that got me.  
I picked up my pencil again to try to think of more things I was grateful for. So far I had written, I am grateful for my Dad, My Labrador retriever Winston, and the memories I shared with mom.
More tears fell down my cheeks as I read that last part. I put my pencil down and curled up into a little ball, determined not to let my true feelings show. If I tried to forget about it, I would feel better, right? But I couldn't forget. No matter how hard I tried. 
Dad’s voice broke me out of my shell. “Cara, come here for a second.” 
“Coming.” I said, my voice strained.  I slowly walked out of my bedroom past my mirror then stopped. I looked like a mess. My black hair was all tangled and my blue eyes were red and puffy. I shook my head to clear my thoughts and went down the stairs to my living room. Dad was sitting on the couch stroking Winston's fur who lay right next to him. The sunlight streamed in, lighting up dad’s smile. I attempted a halfhearted grin back but then frowned again as I noticed his clothing choice. He was wearing a brown jacket with his “get dirty boots” and green camo pants. His jet  black hair was all frizzed up and a mess, like he hardly bothered to comb it.  Hardly an appropriate choice for normal everyday things. 
“Are we going somewhere?” I asked. 
“I thought you might like to take a walk through the woods.” I shook my head vigorously. 
“Why not?” he asked. “You and your mom used to do that all the time.” 
“And that's exactly why I don't want to.” Dad stood up sympathetically and took my hands. 
“It might help you feel better. If you try and forget, it’ll just make it worse.” 
“Okay.” I said reluctantly. “But can we at least take Winston with us?” Winston sat up on the couch, his ears alert as he heard his name. 
“Of course.” Dad smiled. 
I grinned and ran around the corner into the kitchen to grab his leash. I took it off the hook then bolted back to the front door. “Ready.” I said, then took Winston's collar and attached the leash to it. Dad ruffled my hair.
“Thats my girl.”  
I opened the door and ran outside, enjoying the feeling of the breeze running through my clothes. “Race you to the river Dad!” I shouted, and Winston barked excitedly, tugging on the leash to get going. 
I didn't wait a second longer. I took off and ran into the forest laughing and jumping over tree roots and other obstacles that lay on my path. I heard Dad crashing through the forest, not far behind me. Finally, the river in my sight, I turned around. “I beat you!” I yelled, as dad came into view. 
“You sure did.” He said, his breath coming in ragged gaps. I smiled then collapsed to the ground as I  wiped away the last of my tears. My dad lay beside me. We sat together in silence as I watched the clouds change shapes then closed my eyes letting the sounds of nature take me away. The birds cried from the trees and the wind rustled the branches. It was nice. Me and Dad sat there for some while until the sun started to set behind the clouds. 
“We’ll have to go home soon.” He said quietly, breaking the silence. I nodded and then suddenly had an idea. 
“Can we wait till the stars come out?” 
Dad looked over at me. “Of course.” I remembered the times me and mom used to camp out here at night watching the stars and moon make an appearance. The sun at last set, and the transition from day to night was beautiful. The grasshoppers and crickets sang their nightly song, then finally, the first stars showed over the soft mist. I gasped with amazement. There were so many tonight. 
“It's amazing.” I whispered, not finding any other words to describe it.
Dad smiled at me. “You know stars were your moms favorite. Remember that bible verse? The, “And he calls the stars by name” one? Think about it, if God knows each of the stars by name, think about how much he loves you.”
“Then why does he let us have pain and hurt, and hardships?” Dad looked over at me. 
“Because the hardships help us grow, in life and our relationship with him. If we give up every time something hard and challenging comes along, what's the purpose of life? To live in fear? You need to have faith over fear. If God decided it was your moms time, then we have to trust him. His timing is perfect even if we don't like it.” 
“But why?” 
“Because we can't do this without him. And it's in these times we need to lean heavily on him. Your moms in a good place Cara, you’ll see her again one day. But hopefully not anytime soon.” 
I nodded then fell into my dads embrace. As we lay there I realized something, you should never try to forget the good memories you had with the person you lost. You should always rely on God and trust him, and maybe everything will be okay. It wouldn't be the same but it would be okay. 
Suddenly Winston jumped on me pulling me out of my thoughts and his wet doggy tongue started licking my face. I giggled then quickly got up. 
“Race you back dad!” My dad struggled to get to his feet. 
“These old knees.” He muttered and grinned.
I laughed then took off running towards the house. But I knew, though I still loved my mom dearly and would always remember her for the good times we had together, it was time not to get stuck in the past and instead move forward. And maybe everything would be alright. 
Yeah, everything would be alright.
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“She’s Alive!”
By Magnolia Thompson, Mt. View Middle 
Howard County Literacy Association 
 
The moors were silver with frost, the moon illuminating the dead wasteland. 
The wind whistled through the frozen reeds, creating a chorus of ghostly cries. A crooked manor sat atop a lone hill, where Rebecca Sloane toiled into the newborn hours of morning.
She was a shadow of a woman, tall and thin, outlined in a veil of gloom. Her hair was a messy black halo with frostbitten streaks. Her clothes were caked in dirt. Rebecca’s tie hung loosely around her neck; her pants fluttered in the wind that came from a cracked window. 
But the most curious thing about her was not the fact that she was a woman wearing pants in the early 1920s; rather, the fact that behind her she lugged a decaying coffin with bits of earth still clinging to it.
Rebecca moved with a long, determined stride through the cobweb-dusted halls, steps echoing. The coffin clunked against the floor awkwardly, but it did little in slowing her. She turned a corner and appeared in a library. Her wild eyes ran up and down the aisles of books like a cat until they settled on a shelf. She snatched a candelabra, and a shelf of books receded into a secret stairwell, which she sprinted down. The smell of dust and death entered her nostrils. 
A series of dim lights buzzed to life, illuminating the dim basement. Chipped vials of mysterious liquids were scattered miscellaneously across the large basement. In the center, there seemed to be an operating table with several wires and electric probes sticking out. Small bolts of energy crackled around the machine. Rebecca carefully released her clenched grip on the coffin and opened the latches. The ripe smell of decay floated up her nostrils, and she scrunched her nose in disgust. 
Inside the coffin was a hideous corpse, half rotten with pearly white bones sticking out of dirty, yellowish skin. The corpse wore a tattered dress and had thin tufts of hair still hanging on to her wrinkled head. Rebecca lifted the body out of the coffin and placed it on the table gently. 
She took the various electric probes and attached them to the body while doing some quick calculations.
Gritting her teeth, she ran around the lab, flipping switches. Sparks ran along the wires into the probes attached to the corpse, and her hair floated above her head with tiny electric currents zapping at the ends. She watched the air become luminous with purple lighting, humming with the tension of a storm.  
The atmosphere snapped, and a bolt of magenta light blinded her. She covered her eyes and was blown back by the force, crashing into a table. Spots swirled around her vision as she got to her feet and rushed to the operating table. 
The body’s eyes shot open.
Eyelids sagging and sallow, one eye had been lost to decomposition, leaving an empty eye socket in its place. The other eye was pale like the moon, with a misshapen pupil. Rebecca watched with a mad smile on her face as the body convulsed, bones like rusty car parts pulled into an upward position. At last, the bones in the neck began to work, and the head stopped hanging at an odd angle and was propped in a way much more suitable for speaking. 
“Where am I?” the corpse asked slowly in a voice like metal on glass, hoarse with death. Her shriveled lips opened to reveal a row of black teeth.
Rebecca gave a small bow and a chilling grin.
“Welcome back, Mrs. Shelley.” 
The corpse, or rather, Mary Shelley’s single eye widened. “It worked.”
“It is an honor to finally meet you. You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this. Rebecca Sloane, at your service.”
“Why have you awoken me?” Mary Shelley asked, eyes wide with wonder at her new form. She flexed her fingers and watched the rotten flesh pull around her bones.
“May I ask you a question?” Rebecca circled her creation as she asked this.
“I am at your disposal.”
“What was it like publishing your first book? Did the crowds swarm you with praise?”
The corpse's head lolled to the side, and she gave a humorless laugh. “I published anonymously. No one would buy a book by a woman, especially one as masculine and gory as Frankenstein.”
Rebecca knew this already, of course. “Exactly. And when you claimed authorship, what was it like?”
“They didn’t believe me. No, they placed the accomplishment on the shoulders of my husband, Percy.” Even though her voice was distorted, Rebecca could still hear the bitterness.
“And for a time after your death, you were remembered as merely Percy Shelley's wife, and not as a great author in your own right. Hidden in the shadow of your male spouse,” Rebecca’s voice growing in frustration.
Mary’s teeth grinded with a sickening sound, and her legs snapped into a standing position. Her spine tilted at an unnatural angle, making her appear like a discarded rag doll. 
“I read your story, and it inspired me from a young age to be a writer. Long after your death, I wrote an amazing book. Each time, the publishers turned me down because I was a woman, not even bothering to glance at it. So, I had an idea. I dressed up as a man and gave my book to those same publishing companies. They adored it and were fighting over who would be the publisher of my story." Her eyes grew distant. A shadow of a smile began to bloom on her face. It was quickly obscured by a cloud of gloom. “Then, I triumphantly returned to the presses and announced that I was a woman. They pushed me out of their building and into the street.”
She spoke with such rage that even the wind fell silent. Mary felt her own anger bubble inside her for the first time in almost a century. Mary, though she was undead, could recognize a kindred spirit.
“I’d supposed they shredded the copy of my story, and I must admit, I cried over its presumed death,” Rebecca continued. “But no. What they did was much worse. You can imagine my fury when I walked into the library and found my book sitting on a shelf. I snatched it off and saw that the author was Liam I. Eisenhower. They had stolen my story and claimed it as their own. I never wrote a book again after that. I devoted my mind to science and revenge. My plan was to create an unstoppable army. It took me a while to complete my theory, but here we are. I am done. Done playing nice. I had tried being peaceful. Now it was time to try being powerful.” Rebecca spoke with great expression, even if it was hatred.
Mary sat for a moment, contemplating. This was a lot to take in, especially after being dead for so long. But Rebecca's fiery passion was enough to wake something in her, something that had been dead much longer than she had. 
“And now what are we to do about it?”
Rebecca smiled. It wasn’t the smile of a human; it was the smile of a lioness. “I want everything they took from us. Our dignity. Our lives. I want to take them back, and I want to take what they love most from them. The men whom I’m referring to only love one thing. Themselves.”
If Mary had eyebrows, they would be raised. She admired everything about Rebecca, but going after an entire society of sexist men with two people was madness. “You mean to say,” she croaked, “that you and I go after every twisted patriarch who has ever denied or wronged a woman?”
For the first time, Rebecca let out a dry laugh. “Oh, Mrs. Shelley. Who said it was just you and me?”
Figures began creeping from the dark corners, long, bony fingers pale with death, like spiders pulling the cloak of shadows around them. Twenty half-decaying bodies stood in the basement, the strange lighting casting eerie shadows across their misshapen faces, all either standing somberly or grinning madly.
Rebecca gestured to the small army of undead women. “It would be an honor to tell you about my friends here. Jane Austen, Louisa May Alcott, The Brontë sisters, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, and Mary Ann Evans. Those are all of the most famous ones. The rest were like me. Geniuses, denied.”
Mary looked around in astonishment at all of these writers, united against one foe, brought together despite circumstance, even cheating death. “You’ve been busy, Rebecca.”
“Yes. I have.” She looked around at every sharp mind she had assembled, the perfect attack force, and took in the moment. This would be the moment she finally won the war. “What do you say? Will you join us?” Rebecca held out a hand.
Mary knew the answer before she even heard the question. She had known the answer since she was born, since before she was born. She felt it in her heart, her bones, her mind, every fiber of her mangled being. Mary took Rebecca’s hand and shook it firmly. Mary turned out to the small audience that had assembled before them. They grinned and nodded at Mary and Rebecca.
Mary cleared her throat and stood up. “Ladies, I think it’s past time we paid some men a little visit to give them what they deserve.”
Thunder boomed, and the women set off into the night, leaving no witnesses.
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“The Ground is Lava”
By Ara LaDue, Matapeake Middle
Upper Shore Literacy Association
 
She leapt from the piece of lava rock, and barely landed on the Volcano's shore. 16 year old Ash tucked a strand of long white hair behind her ear, and took in the sight of the Volcano. 
It loomed above her. Streams of lava sluggishly ran down the sides, and plumes of smoke rose from the top and dispersed into the smokey black sky. Everything else, from the edges of the volcano to the horizon, was lava. Pieces of lava rock (hardened lava) floated everywhere. Most pieces were about the size of a table-top. Little shelters were built on larger slabs of lava rock, and you could see some people hopping from slab to slab. The Volcano was the center of the entire world. 
Ash teared her gaze away from the grim sight and started to hike up the mountain. As she neared the top, a group of five people came into view. They wore sleek black bodysuits, identical to what Ash herself had on. They were part of the VD. AKA, the Volcano Divers: It had been Ash's dream to join the VD since she had been a little kid. 
Ever since Katsim - no. I need to focus. 
Ash walked over to the VD members, and waited for them to acknowledge her. 
"Ah! There you are Ash!" one large man, Vulcan, exclaimed. 
"Ah, this must be the new recruit," the expedition leader stated. "I am Phoenix." 
Suddenly, the other recruit, Flicker dashed up to them. He and Ash had done their VD training together. "Sorry I'm late! My sister got stuck on a piece of lava rock that started to float away, and I had to go get her." 
Ten minutes later, everybody started to descend into the mouth of the Volcano. Ash looked down, a bit of anxiety worming its way into her thoughts. There was a narrow staircase carved into the inside side of the volcano. The team started to hike down the perilous staircase, and Ash looked over the side, staring down at the smoking lava at the bottom of the Volcano. 
All of the sudden, the rocks beneath her feet crumbled. Ash leapt backward, pressing her back against the rock. "Ahhhhh!” screamed Flicker. He had been right behind Ash, and fell over the side as the ground collapsed beneath him. 
"Flicker!" Ash screamed. She leapt forward and grabbed his flailing hand. "Just hold on!" They dangled over the fiery abyss, Ash only holding on to the ledge by one hand. Flicker nodded, eyes wide in fear and shock as he looked up at her. 
A strong hand reached down and hoisted them up. Vulcan stared down at them, clearly worried.
"You all right?" Ash and Flicker nodded mutely, still in shock from what had happened. 
"Maybe we should turn back, we shouldn't have brought newbies on an expedition." It was Phoenix this time, he was staring at them thoughtfully, his eyes worried. 
"No!" Ash exclaimed, "we want to help the people!" Flicker nodded fervently in agreement. The Leader dipped his head grudgingly in acknowledgement, and the team continued their descent in the Volcano. 
They were getting close to the lava, and Ash was starting to feel the heat through her bodysuit. At the bottom of the staircase, everyone turned left and went into a hole in the wall. Within the volcano, there was a whole network of caves and pathways lit up by veins of lava. 
"We're going to have to go deep this time, all the flamefruit that grew close has already been harvested" a member of the team called back. 
Flamefruit was vital to the survival of the people that lived on their small planet. It was the only food that would grow on the ash choked world and even then, it only grew in the Volcano. The fruit was the only food source for almost 350 people. Everyone else has already succumbed to starvation or lava. The population that was left was stronger. Their hair had gone white from the ash that fell from the sky. Their legs had become long and muscular to make jumping from rock to rock easier, their bodies had adjusted to the meager diet, and they needed less sustenance. And most important of all, every person had a high resistance to high temperatures from living next to lava and eating flamefruit for so long. 
This was why the VD was so important, they were specially trained, and were the only people able to go into the Volcano to retrieve food for everyone else.
The group walked on for almost an hour, hopping over rivers of lava, avoiding holes in the ground, and dodging drops of liquid fire that leaked from cracks in the ceiling. Members had died in here, and everyone was solemn and serious as they passed through, occasionally seeinga skeleton here and there. Finally... 
"Flamefruit!" Flicker shouted. Everyone sped up, and there it was. Glowing with a soft orange light. Flamefruit. Ash knelt in front of the bunch and stared at it in awe. She had never seen so many before. They started to pick the fruit, putting them into heat resistant baskets made with flamefruit skin. Ash looked down at the fruit in her hands. 
Now that I am a VD, my family will never fear starvation again. I will find enough food to feed everyone. And we will find a way to live in this fiery world. 
 
>-v-< 
7 Years Ago 
 
Two children lay sprawled out side by side on a slab of lava rock staring at the smoky sky. 
Ash sighed. "I'm so hungry. I wish the VD had been able to find more food yesterday.." 
 
"Me too," Katsim said. "When I become a VD, I'll bring back lots of fruit. We'll be able to eat as much as we want." Katsim stood up, and reached a hand to the sky. Ash gazed up at her big brother, a wistful expression on her face. "When I become a VD," he said, "you'll never have to worry again. I'll always protect you," the hand Katsim had raised towards the heavens clenched into a fist, and he stared up at the sky with a fiery determination, as if there was something up there only he could see. 
 
A year Later (6 years from the present) 
 
Ash ran as fast as she could, leaping from stone to stone, pulling her brother behind her. She glanced back at the huge wave of lava that was quickly approaching, and tried to go even faster. The Volcano had erupted again, sending shock waves throughout the ocean of lava, huge waves had formed, devouring people and homes. Around the siblings, other people and families were running too, people that had fallen behind were being consumed by the wave of fire, and the screams filled the night. 
"Ash, you have to leave me behind." Ash looked back at her brother. He was thin and gaunt from the food shortage, barely able to keep up with his younger sister. A big accident had happened in the Volcano, and over half of the VD had been killed, as a result the remaining members had been struggling to find more firefruit. Katsim had been giving Ash all of his food, trying to keep her healthy, but now he was barely able to run. 
"I won't!" Ash shouted back at him, furious tears trickling down her face. She had already lost her mother, and she wouldn't lose her brother too! But despite Ash's best effort, the strain of pulling Katsim was too great, and the wave of death was gaining on them. 
"I love you Ash Live!" and with that, Katsim pulled his hand from Ash's grasp and fell. Her momentum was too great, and Ash couldn't stop fast enough to turn around and grab him again, her legs kept going for a few seconds before she was able to stop and turn. 
"NO!" Ash screamed as the lava swallowed her older brother, the last family she had. 
Live. 
Her brother's last wish echoed through Ash's head and, of their own accord, her legs started running and jumping as fast as they could, as silent tears trickled from Ash's eyes. 
She stumbled. The wave approached. 
Live! 
Ash stared at the giant wall of fire as it got closer and closer. 
LIVE! 
Ash rose on shaky legs, and sprinted away. She reached the shelter, barely dodging the wave as it finally crashed. She collapsed on the ground, staring at the ocean of lava. 
You said you would never leave me. 
"KATSIM!"Ash screamed into the dark world. Her ray of light was gone. He was gone, just like her mother. "Why?" Ash asked the sky. "WHY?" She started sobbing. Memories flashing before her eyes. Katsim smiling at her, his eyes bright. Katsim hugging her as she cried. Katsim laughing. Katsim reaching out his hand to her. He was gone. "Katsim, please don't go!" Ash whispered between sobs. 
Ash had no idea how long she cried there, but eventually a pair of kind hands led her to the rest of the orphans, where she looked at the sky, and made a vow. 
I Will Survive.
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“Brothers in Arms”
By Marcus Hernandez, North East High
Cecil County Literacy Chapter
 
The cave was relatively quiet. The moist air, and the lack of light made the situation unbearable. The men sat there silently. Loud cracks of fire occasionally broke through the silence, but nobody reacted. 
Private First Class Anderson checked his watch; 0053 on the 20th of February. The sergeant turned his head to Anderson. 
“This horrendous fighting…” He trailed off. “We were at this all day pushing up the beach of some island that nobody cares about, and these guys won't let us rest for five minutes?”
“It could be worse, sergeant. At least we aren’t among the hundreds of fallen men on the beach…”, another Private chimed. 
“Shut it.”
The private leans back against the wall. Anderson surveys the men that he’s been ignoring for the past hour. A single man is praying to himself. The other PFC is showing the corporal pictures of his girl back home. The sergeant was zoned out, doing nothing.
“Anderson. Why are you staring at me?” He doesn't even bother to turn his head.
“Oh, uh-uh, I was just curious about what you're staring at.”
“Nothin. Say Anderson,” he said. “You got a light?” 
“Yeah, here you go.” Anderson pulls out a carton from his uniform and hands it to the sergeant. 
“U’know Anderson,” He shoves a cigarette in his mouth rapidly. “Everything you do-if you make it out of this war, you’ll have to do it twice.”
“What-Why Sir?” Anderson replied, startled.
“Well, let’s start here,” he snaps. “What do you plan on doing when you get home?”
“Well… going back to school and getting more education, getting a good job, starting a nice family… and that's all I've got for right now.” Anderson replies.
“So in that case, study twice as hard as you would’ve before you joined the marines. Next, get a twice as good job then you would’ve dreamed of getting before. And finally, be twice as good of a father and person than you would’ve been.” He pulled the cigarette out, exhaled, then coughed. 
“But why?” 
“Cuz’ from now on, you're taking the responsibility of one of your brothers in arms that died out there today.”
“I think I understand.” Anderson looked around once again.
“No, boy, you don’t understand. The most we can do to respect the other men who lost their lives fighting for our home is live ours to the fullest.”
The sergeant leaned back against the cave’s walls. The condensation left the back of his attire soaked. Anderson looked towards the cave’s entrance and watched the barely visible rounds fly from one side to the other. He stared at the fox holes, and small trenches that were being formed, packed with young men. He had understood what the sergeant said. 
An enemy launched himself into the cave with a knife drawn.
“BONZAI!”
“SHOOT!” The sergeant cried.
“Shoot!” The phone beeped. A man in a suit jumped at his desk as he snapped out of the trance-like state he was in. Anderson briskly walked through the rows and alignments of desks in the office building. He walked up to the door, unlocked it, and twisted the handle. Inside the room were all sorts of different items and trinkets. On the wall there was a framed degree from Harvard, Next to it was a picture of a loving family. Then a couple of shelves with some memorabilia. In the center of the room there was a desk. With a name plate and a photo of two men standing in front of the American flag. The nameplate read; 
“Anderson, CEO and Founder” 
Anderson admired his office. The sacrifice that someone made to let him come this far with his life. He slowly walked to the desk looking around at the shelves, and the desk. Anderson pulled the chair back, exhaled and sat himself down. He checked his watch, 12:53pm on February 20th, 1986. Anderson lowered his wrist, and picked up the photo and turned it around. February 27th, 1951. Sergeant Rickman and PFC Anderson. Anderson held the photo close. He examined every detail; he admired the beauty of the flag, and the friendship they had.
The phone rang. Anderson grabbed the receiver and lifted it to his ear.
“Hello, is this Uncle Brian?” Rickman's son's voice.
“Yes, this would be him, is this John?” Anderson replied.
“Yeah uncle… and I’m so sorry to tell you this, but dad has passed away,” the voice paused. “He wanted you to be the first to know. I have no clue how hard this must be for you. He told me he knew you were the last two from the unit.”
“What?!” 
“Again, I’m so sorry about this uncle. I hope you know how much you meant to him,” 
“I probably don't."
“Anyways, I wanted to let you stay over here to wait for the funeral. Everything is already arranged.”
“I would like that son, thank you very much.”
The call ended. Anderson slowly placed the receiver down. He listened to his breath for a moment. Just a moment. Then glanced at the photo of Rickman and himself from 6 years after the war. 
“You were a great man, and you lived twice as good… Sir.” He threw up a quick salute. Stood up, then shuffled out of the room.
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“The End and a Beginning”
By Grace Ko, Centennial High
Howard County Literacy Association
 
“Sir.”
“General.”
Fabric rustled as a man knelt before a figure cloaked in red.
“The rebels have reached the River Serpens.” The kneeling general reported. “The scouts estimate three or four days before they reach Fort Draco.”
The other man sighed. “Tell me, General, how did they escape your men yet again?”
“They lost them in the Enchanted Woods.” 
“Disappointing, but not surprising.” he asked, displeasure dripping from his voice. “Is that all?”
“There is one more thing.” The general hesitated. “They had a dragon.”
“A dragon…” He stilled. “Interesting.”
A beat passed in silence before the cloaked man spoke. “Cut them off at Fort Draco,” he commanded. “I want the dragon.”
“But sir-”
“What is my title, General?”
“…King, sir.”
“Then my word is final, is it not?”
“...It is.”
“Then find the rebels, capture them, and bring the dragon to me. I will not ask again.”
“Yes, sir.”
~~~
Hunter stepped out into the sun, squinting against the glare. Standing in rows across the plain were hundreds of soldiers, all of them waiting for a command.
Suddenly, a winged creature burst upwards from the trees. Its huge, ruby-red wings cast broad shadows over the land as it rose into the sky.
At last, Hunter thought with a thrill, the ultimate sign of change. 
A dragon had not been seen in at least fifteen years, forced into the Ardusk Mountains by the relentless and unrestricted hunting of magic animals. Since the beginning of the new king’s rule, laws regarding hunting of magic animals had been made, slowly drawing out the hiding creatures.
A screeching roar split the crisp morning air, making the soldiers nervous and setting everyone on edge. 
“Under no circumstances are you to injure or kill the dragon! Whoever harms the beast will be punished by order of the king!” The command rang out, amplified with magic so that the order could be heard far away. 
Uneasy and restless movement filled the air with sounds of metal armor and weapons. The tense atmosphere seemed to choke all other sounds, filling the area with a suffocating partial silence. 
A soft nicker broke Hunter out of his thoughts. Taking the offered reins, he mounted his horse, Titan, a midnight black warhorse gifted to him six years ago on his fourteenth birthday. From his elevated position, he could see each Unit of soldiers and their respective commanders. To the west stood an old stone structure, the remains of a long-ago war. From afar, the yellow-green plains would have looked to be covered in a swarm of strange, gray insects organized into neat formations.
All of a sudden, the dragon stopped circling and dove down back into the forest. A second command sounded across the field.
“Capture the rebels and the dragon! Above all, take the dragon unharmed!”
~~~
Blood soaked the ground, discoloring the earth. Bodies and discarded weapons lay strewn across the grass. Crows and vultures already circled above, as nature’s heralds of death and decay.
The remaining soldiers stood at attention, forming a wide aisle. A single figure walked between them, cloaked in red with a gleaming sword in his hand. An intricate silver crown adorned with three rubies sat on his dark brown hair.
He slowed to a stop in front of a group of chained captives. Behind them was a muzzled and chained dragon who occasionally yanked its bonds while snorting small bursts of fire. When he spoke, his voice was ice cold.
“By opposing authority and planning rebellion, you have made yourselves enemies of the kingdom. Do you acknowledge your crimes?”
“They're not crimes!” The boy in the front objected. “We’re trying to help the people that you aren’t!”
“Is that so? Do you have a plan to help them without taking away from other people? Do you have the knowledge and resources to help people, not just in the short term, but in the long term as well?” The cloaked figure’s hand tightened on the hilt of his sword. “Do you really think that you, a boy who has traveled more in the past two weeks during your adventure than in the first sixteen years of your life, can do better than me, your king, who has been raised for that very purpose?”
A beat of silence passed before the rebel boy spoke again. “Is that what you say to shut other people up? You know, you might have scared others into staying quiet, but there will always be people who speak up.” His eyes lit up with renewed bravery. 
The king just raised an eyebrow.
“I know you’re not that special. You’re only a little older than me.” He brazenly continued. “And ‘king’ is just another thing you hide behind. I know your real name, and I’m not afraid of you, Hunter.”
In a flash, he was backhanded across the jaw.
“You will learn to respect your authorities.” Hunter’s voice was ice cold. “I am king, and it is more than just a title. I don’t care if you know my name. It’s really not a secret. But you speak of things you know nothing about. You are a naive boy who doesn’t understand the workings of the real world. You've been in a little bubble all your life, and now you can’t see the big picture. I know and see more than you have ever dreamed of, and I know your name too, even though you think you’ve been sneaky about this whole thing.”
“Do you know how much we suffered-”
“Let me tell you something, Rey.” Leaning in, he whispered, “Everyone suffers. You’re not special.”
“But you’re hurting people! You’re setting restrictions and sending soldiers everywhere!” The boy protested.
“My father almost destroyed this kingdom with his negligence.” Hunter snarled. “His throne was built on lies and empty promises. If pulling this kingdom back onto its feet means being seen as a villain, so be it.”
Straightening, Hunter gestured to his guards. “Take them away.”
“So now you’re going to kill us?” Roy blurted. “Just because we stood up to you?”
“Just because I don’t leave my kingdom unattended doesn’t mean I’m a tyrant. You will be a prisoner until I find a suitable punishment for you and your band of underage criminals.”
“But-” Tutting, he tuned out the rest of Roy’s protests and strode past him.
“Release the dragon.” The soldiers looked at each other, clearly unsure whether they should obey.
Hunter frowned. “I said, release her.”
One by one, the cuffs and chains fell to the ground in a heap of clanking metal, topped by the iron muzzle. Once free, the blood red beast shook out her wings and sent a screeching roar up to the sky.
Carefully, Hunter sheathed his sword and knelt.
Hear my apology, O scarlet one.
The dragon lowered her head, surveying him intently with piercing yellow eyes.
It has been long since a human has addressed me properly, much less in the old tongue. She growled, intrigued.
Yes. I must express my regret and beg for forgiveness. Under my father’s rule, you have been forced out of your homes and into hiding. I hope to return this land to what it once was. Hunter responded, straightening up. I wish to make amends.
Then why would you shoot your arrows at me, point your swords at me, and chain me like an enemy? 
A precaution. The weapons were for the others. They do not understand the art of magic and combat, though I did order my men not to harm you. I only wished to get a chance to speak with you. If your desire is to leave, then I will not stop you.
The dragon hummed, low and reverberating. You are an interesting one, Hunter of Arthmisus. And you smell of magic.
I studied books from the Forbidden Library in the palace. Hunter confirmed. I snuck them out at night behind my father’s back.
That fool. Letting the most powerful books in the kingdom rot in a dungeon. She snarled
He is dead now. Killed by poison in his evening drink. He affirmed. I am not like him. I would like to form an alliance. I understand it may take some time, but I wanted to propose the idea.
Piercing eyes came level with his, staring into his soul. The soldiers standing around them couldn’t recognize the spoken words, but the significance was clear to everyone.
You speak the truth. She murmured at last. I must pass this on to our Queen. This changes many things.
Of course. Hunter inclined his head. It was an honor to speak with you. Please give your Queen my best wishes.
The dragon turned and leaped into the air, hind claws gouging the earth. Wind buffeted the men as her wings churned the air. She became a glowing red star in the sky, soaring north to the mountains, to the beginning of a new era.
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“Echoes Loud But Unheard”
By Minsuk Kim, James M. Bennett High
Eastern Shore Literacy Association 
 
The small, boxy television in the hospital room flickered soundlessly until the bold red captions caught both our eyes and attention: “ANOTHER GUNMAN ON THE LOOSE! REPORT ANY SUSPICIOUS ACTIVITY TO AUTHORITIES!” I reached for the remote and turned on the volume, only to fill the room with screeching “EEH! EEH! EEH! THIS IS NOT A DRILL!” Students sprinted from the school gates chaotically, some hiding beneath yellow school buses. I could see the reporter’s lips tremble as she tried to sound calm.
There was another less dramatic, but insidious sound coming from the corner of the room. Mina’s IV machine beeped steadily. It was softer, slower, more human. Two rhythms of vastly different worlds somehow synchronized with one another in the air: both fighting for their lives in a universe that seemed to throw every hurdle against them. 
Mina, eyes half-open, whispered, “Nari, another one?”
“Yeah,” I said quietly disappointed, feeling as if I were responsible for not being able to give her any good news. 
I looked at the ceiling and tried to count the seconds between each mechanical beep beside her bed. They were steady, but my mind kept syncing them with the alarm sounds on TV.
EEH, EEH, EEH! Beep. Beep. Beep! 
The rhythms started to blur until I couldn’t tell which belonged to the hospital and which belonged to the world. They were just noise—static that expressed trouble. 
Mina smiled faintly. “It’s funny,” she said. “Everything happens somewhere else–until it doesn’t.”
Mina had been battling breast cancer for a while. I remembered the first time she revealed her hairless self to me. I was devastated and vowed to do whatever I could: sell cakes, raise awareness, help her with missing homework. I wanted to promise her the world would protect her, but she was already stage 4. I felt more enraged that the universe could be so cruel but my anger only made her feel worse. I just folded another paper crane and placed it on her blanket. I turned the TV off and held her hand.
“I’ll come back tomorrow. I need to go attend that stupid ceremony. But, I think we are so close to finishing the 1,000th crane.” I said, adjusting her blanket. She nodded weakly, half-awake, her lips curving into a tired smile.
“Bring me back one of those rainbow rice cakes,” she murmured.
I laughed softly. “Only if you promise to still be here to eat it.”
The elevator chimed. As I stepped out into the winter air, the world felt too alive. Snowflakes caught my hair ceaselessly and car horns echoing through the traffic of New York City. It almost felt like the hospital room was a time capsule chamber: a limbo. My hands were shivering and numb from the cold, or maybe it was from the guilt of leaving. The celebration could wait; it was my little brother’s 100th-day ceremony, a milestone of luck and longevity in Korean tradition. My brother had his entire life in front of him, so I saw moments like these with my best friend Mina as much more precious.
I arrived at the Joe’s Shanghai restaurant on Canal Street where my parents went ahead and booked the entire basement. People came in, shaking off snow from their best coats, some walking up and placing their neatly wrapped gifts onto the mountain of other gifts. Despite the chaos, it was clear that the spotlight was toward the end of the room, where the decorations were set to honor my little brother.
In the monochromatic scene of suits, one little boy wore a colorful array of clothing–the hanbok, a traditional Korean outfit–and immediately, all eyes were on him. Laughter and exaggerated compliments saturated the air, and people were entranced, congratulating our family’s little warrior.
I tried to brush it off and believe that I was still beloved. Coincidentally, a warm hand laid on my shoulder which I quickly turned to see. It was my mother.
“Nari, bring out the carpet so we can do the ceremony.”
I hesitantly complied.
My mother’s smile wasn’t the same smile that was given to me when I was my brother’s age. It seemed as if her feelings had flocked to the “star of the day” and replaced me in her heart. No, no–shake it off. But then I heard my mother's laughter suit my brother so easily. It was like it had forgotten how to fit around me.
I sat down at a corner dining table where I could observe the interactions on the carpet. In the spotlight was the typical Korean ceremony where the baby chose between three objects: a pencil, a dollar bill, and strings of noodles. If he grabbed the pencil, he would be studious. If he grabbed the bill, he would be rich. If he grabbed the noodles, he would live long.
The little warrior slowly crawled toward the money, and everyone was shouting and laughing at his every small movement. Right when we thought he would choose the money, he swung around, picked up the pencil, and placed it in his mouth. The clapping was thunderous, and my parents were drunk with celebration.
I overheard someone say, “Oh, would you look at that! He’s going to become a lawyer or doctor for sure!”
“What? How do you know? Isn’t this just superstition? What if he doesn’t want to become that?” another replied.
I looked away from the celebration, folding my arms and resting my head on the table, thinking about my friend–her fragile breathing, her pale fingers twitching beneath the blanket. The pencil, the superstition, the laughter–it all felt so far from that hospital room, yet somehow connected by the same fragile thread of hope.
Our hired photographer suddenly yelled through the microphone, “It’s time for the family photo! Please come up to the stage!”
I reluctantly got up, and we all aligned ourselves into two rows based on height and seniority. I could see the drool on the pencil as I took it out of my brother’s mouth.
A jolt ran down my spine as I looked at his big eyes staring back at me so innocently. I tugged on my mother’s hanbok to tell her something.
“Mom?”
“Not now, Nari. We need to take the photo.”
“But Mom? You remember what I chose for my 100th day?”
“Huh? Why all of a sudden? I think you chose the dollar bill. That’s why you need to marry a rich, handsome man!”
I forced myself not to look surprised. “Oh, right… just curious.”
I looked back at my little brother and got a tingling sensation. I wiped the drool off his chin and slipped the pencil he had chosen into my pocket. For some reason, his eyes seemed more marvelous than ever before. Something in me knew I’d keep this pencil for a long time, though I didn’t yet know why.
“1, 2, 3… Kimchi!” the photographer cried out. “Picture perfect!”
I knew my parents loved me but in Korean tradition, the heir received the spotlight. There was no room for an heiress in the story. I looked at his marvelous eyes one more time. Maybe my mom will decide to spend the family fortune to send my little brother to boarding school, while I had to study hard to get into a specialized public school. Maybe my little brother will get a Nintendo Switch 2 for his 8th birthday while I was awarded crayons. I put his pencil in my pocket. I decided to give the pencil to him when he grew up. I’m sure my mom wouldn’t forget what he chose for his 100th day but I just felt giving it to him would actually mean something, hopefully.
The next morning, the air in our school classroom was heavy with sadness under the weight of grief. The window blinds were half-drawn, slicing the sunlight into neat lines across our dilapidated, doodle-laden desks. I was trying hard to fight back tears. 
I sat next to where Mina used to–the back corner near the heater that clicked whenever the wind hit the building just right. The chair stayed empty, though the paper cranes she left behind remained, tucked inside a big Nike shoebox. Some had been folded perfectly; others were uneven, rushed, as if made between breaths.
A new transfer student from San Antonio had enrolled in our school. Mr. Amber sat him where Mina used to sit–a quiet boy with eyes that looked too old for his age.
“Were these hers?” he asked softly, pointing to the small flock resting on the edge of my desk.
“Huh?” 
“I heard about the girl. The whole school is preparing for her funeral.” 
“Oh,” I nodded. “Yeah. She wanted to make a thousand.”
“For a wish?”
“For a reason,” I said. My voice faltered a little. “She said if she kept folding, maybe something good would come out of it. Not just for her… but for everyone.” I looked at the boy’s eyes and he looked skeptical. It’s like those beauty pageants where every answer to a hard-hitting question was “world peace.” Utopian, unrealistic, but it’s what every audience member wants to hear.
The boy picked up one of the cranes carefully, holding it by the wingtips as though it might breathe. “Wow, these must have taken a really long time.” 
“Yeap. She was so good at origami. Like, physics-level good. She once made this pop-up book with all these sophisticated mechanisms using just paper. That’s why I’m helping her make the 1000th crane. Once she gets better, I know she’ll get a job at NASA or something.”
The heater clicked again. Outside, the faint sound of sirens echoed somewhere down the street–the same city, a different story. I folded another piece of paper, my fingers moving from memory. Each crease was deliberate, each corner smoothed flat.
“She taught me how to fold them,” I said. “Said it helped her feel like things could still fit together. Like even the smallest folds mattered.”
The boy smiled faintly. “My grandmother used to say something like that. That even the bad things are just good things waiting to happen–they just don’t know it yet.”
I paused, then let out a breath that made this 900th-something crane seem to flutter. “Yeah. I suppose we’ll still remember her in our hearts.” 
He asked me to teach him how to make a crane. I obliged. One crane after another, the repetition was not dull by any means. It felt like I was working towards a grander goal. The bell rang and the desks began to empty.
Later that afternoon, I bought a huge transparent glass jar to put all the cranes in. I counted them twice to make sure I had exactly a thousand. 
I picked up the last crane and looked for something to write with. Coincidentally in my pocket was my brother’s pencil like it already knew what it needed to do. Mina would’ve made the wish herself if she could. But now it was on me.
I wrote what I thought she would really want: something small, something real, something that could actually be a message to the world. 
Then I folded the wings gently, placed it on top of the other 999 cranes, and sealed the jar. I put the pencil back in my pocket as I wanted it to be a gift to my younger brother when he grows older and asks mom what he chose for his rite of passage. 
The 1,000 cranes were bursting with vibrant, bold colors of rainbow and neon, and yet they would carry to me a much more solemn message. I placed the jar right behind Mina’s seat at the back of the class so she could one day graduate with us. Maybe I got Mina’s wish just right. Or, maybe I was totally off. Whatever it may have been, I knew it wasn’t as foolish and bombastic as wishing for world peace.
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“The Missing Six”
By Nesochukwu Onyeuche, Centennial High
Howard County Literacy Association
 
Chaos.
Although that was a rather bleak word to describe the horrendous situation surrounding Tanya. A once lively country had now become one of agony and bloodshed, however there was little Tanya and the other doctors could do. The lack of medical equipment was truly astounding considering the plight most of the country was plagued with: War. Tanya was simply one of the many doctors and nurses who worked tirelessly to save those who needed saving, although it was quite difficult to do so without oxygen tanks, syringes, IVs, and any other item that was essential to the procedure.
The current president of the country was a very stolid man, known widely as a dictator, and displayed very little emotion as far as the people could see beyond the small crack of a smile he slipped when he won the election. This perhaps explains the indifference he displayed to the current dilemma the country faced, as he made no attempt to negotiate with the adversary nor supply the hospitals with additional medical supplies.
Tanya and the other doctors often discussed their situation at the biweekly meetings they held. The number dying increased rapidly, and they knew they could mitigate the number only if they had the necessary resources. It was in fact immoral to watch the injustices occurring around her without advocating, an ethic her grandfather had often retorted while he was still alive. Now left to carry his thoughts and values, Tanya decided to make her grandfather proud and follow her intuitions to be a savior. 
“We shall write a letter to the Health Ministry,” Tanya declared at the next meeting. “Talking about our issue every week won’t solve anything. We need to explain the predicaments plaguing so many of our patients to Mr. President due to his ignorance.” 
The letter was sent, and for a very long time no response was heard. Everyday a different doctor or nurse would check the red mailbox sitting outside the hospital, and everyday would return with nothing. 
Then one dreary day, as the hospital was getting ready for another long day full of patients, clamour, and death, the double doors slid open and in walked 20 armed men. 
“We have an order from Mr. President,” a tall dark man asserted. “We need these people to come with us. Shall there be any resistance, we are given permission to shoot.”
Thomas Fisher. 
Yuki Brown. 
Kimona Young. 
Aadya Patel.
John Whiteman.
Tanya Jacobs.
The six people who had been present while the letter was written, and whose flourished signatures resided at the bottom of it.
Six names, six lives, six stories.
The six were taken in a black truck to the home of Mr. President, where he greeted them with a dour nod and sat in a large white armchair. 
“I received your letter,” he began sullenly. “After much thought, I have decided that having you six in my country will only cause questions to arise about my dictatorship. You shall be taken away.” 
“Where are you taking us?” John Whiteman cried. “And what will happen to our families? And the hospital?”
The president smiled menacingly. “Don’t worry about them. I will ensure they are compensated for their losses.”
With that, the six were whisked out the room and placed yet again on the big truck. They were taken to a harbor, upon which they exchanged frightened glances.
The outcome that followed was one full of dread and horror.
They were placed on a small boat, with their arms tied and mouths gagged. They had no supplies and no way of contacting their families. They were dumped on a small island in the middle of a vast ocean, and were able to see nothing but cobalt for miles.
“This is where you shall reside. Do not fear, for your positions will be replaced at the hospital,” the tall dark man voiced with a toothy grin.
He held out a small black screen which lit up with an image of… the six. Or so it seemed. The room displayed on the screen was large and white, with sounds of machinery buzzing loudly. 
“Robots,” the man said. “It’s amazing how much artificial intelligence has developed. Mr. President was so kind as to replace you rather than fire you so your families wouldn’t suffer the monetary losses. These six robots have been trained to mimic your actions and are well versed in your practices. It is nearly impossible to differentiate between them and an actual human. No one, not even your families, will suspect a thing.”
And with that statement, he quickly left along with the two other men he brought with him.
The six were left with their hands tied and mouths gagged, and after many hours of gnawing on the thick rope and twisting their hands, they managed to break through. 
***
“Mom!” Tanya’s 12-year-old daughter Tiana called. “I need help!” 
Robot Tanya smiled wickedly. “Coming sweetie!” it exclaimed, the wheels beneath its feet rolling on the hard floor. 
It had been nearly two weeks since the six were left on the island, and no one in their families had suspected a thing. Whether it be talking, cooking, cleaning, or performing duties at the hospital, the robots were able to carry out the tasks with efficiency and ease, mimicking exactly the way their originals would. 
Meanwhile, on the island, the six were trying their best to survive. They gathered fallen branches from the nearby trees and used the rope they had been bound with to build a small hut. 
The six had no word of what was occurring back home. They didn’t know the conditions of their families nor the hospital, or even of the country itself. They tried escaping the island several times, attempting to build rafts and manipulate the small black tracker attached to their wrists, although all was in vain. 
Thomas Fisher, the oldest of the six, was barely hanging on to life. As a 60 year old man nearing retirement and having a history of multiple heart attacks, the conditions of the island took a large toll on his health and the other five often had to take turns caring and watching over him. 
“I need help with this homework,” Tiana asked. “I have to finish this before tonight.”
“Of course honey,” Robot Tanya said sweetly, bending down and lifting the pencil. “We’ll get this done in no time.”
Tiana frowned. She had sensed something was off with her mother for the last week or so. Tanya typically never helped her children with their homework, as she was always so disheveled and tired upon returning home from the hospital.
That night, Tiana was sound asleep when she suddenly heard voices coming from her window. She crept up and carefully opened the curtains, and saw a tall dark man talking to someone loudly on the phone. Rubbing her eyes, she shut the curtain and once again crawled back into bed. 
A similar experience occurred over the next few nights. Some nights, the tall dark man would be alone, while other nights he would be near a shorter, white man conversing as if they haven’t seen each other in decades.
One particular night, she was about to doze off when she suddenly heard a loud thud coming from her parents’ bedroom. Her father was away at work as he worked the night shift at a local pharmacy, and it was just her, her mother, and her younger brother Theo.    
Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she tiptoed to her parents’ bedroom and opened the door slightly, peering inside and breathing heavily.
What she saw shocked her.
Her “mother” had seemingly taken off her arm, examining it thoroughly and using her other hand to readjust some wires. It reattached its arm and pressed a small button on its torso, displaying a wide black screen with five other robots. 
“Her daughter doesn’t suspect a thing,” Robot Tanya cackled. “I’m honestly surprised she hasn’t figured it out–I thought I made it obvious!”
Tiana covered her mouth, and her eyes opened in shock. It took everything in her not to scream and run out of the house. 
Where was her mother? And who was this imposter who had taken her place?
 
***
It had been a month. Or so it seemed. The six had no way to keep track of time, ticking slowly like a bomb waiting to explode. Thomas’s health was worsening, and he now wasn’t able to walk or even talk properly. His stomach often growled for food, and the meager scraps that the other five collected were not sufficient to replenish his health. 
“Stop giving all your food to me,” Thomas often croaked with the little energy he had left. “It is better to save five lives than one.”
Thomas had been a colleague, a mentor, and most importantly a friend to them all. Tanya knew they needed to find a way out before it was too late. 
Meanwhile, Tiana was petrified to be around her robot mother. She confided in her father, however he disregarded her concerns, saying it must have been a nightmare. She would check her parents’ bedroom whenever her robot mother was at the hospital for any sort of clue, however was never able to find anything. She herself began to believe that it was all a nightmare, when something peculiar occurred one Tuesday afternoon.  
She was walking home from school when they spotted two men, one tall and dark and the other short and white, conversing near a large black truck on the side of the road. The men looked extremely similar to the two whom she had seen outside her bedroom window. She carefully approached them and hid behind a nearby tree, close enough to make out their conversation. 
“They’re still hanging in there,” the tall dark man was saying. “Last I checked with the trackers, they’re somehow still alive. All except one old man seem to be in decent health.”
“Ah yes, Thomas Fisher,” the short white man replied. “His son came to our office just last week. He seemed to have suspected something.” 
Tiana listened to their conversation, confused. Thomas Fisher. He was one of her mother’s closest friends, and she swore she saw his image on the robot’s screen all those nights ago. 
The tall dark man took out a small black box decorated with several buttons and gave it to the other man. “Keep this safe. I’ll be right back.”
The black box seemed intriguing to Tanya. She tiptoed toward the short white man and hid behind the truck. 
The man held the box out in front of him, examining it closely and running his fingers over all the buttons. Tiana knew she needed to grab it. 
She lunged out from her hiding place and snatched the box out of the man’s hands. She began sprinting madly, the man chasing and screaming after her. She ran into a small restaurant and locked herself in the bathroom, huddled near the corner holding the box firmly with both hands.
The man pounded on the bathroom door, kicking away anyone who tried stopping him.
“I work for Mr. President!” he hollered to anyone who tried stopping him. “I’ll have you all arrested!”
Tiana frantically studied the tracker and pressed a small green button with a telephone, holding it close to her mouth in the hopes it would connect her with her mom.
“Mom! It’s me Tiana. Don’t worry, we’ll find a way to get you out and bring you back home!”
That was all Tiana managed to get out before the man broke down the door and yanked Tiana out of the bathroom. 
Tanya sighed, relieved that the truth was finally out. The sun was high in the sky and she stared up at it, her hair billowing in the breeze. A flock of birds flew overhead, and she smiled. She knew it was only a matter of time before she would be able to see her family again. 
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“The Weight of What Was Left UNsaid”
By Sabrina DeLoach, Atholton High
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Death comes without a warning. It doesn’t dare to knock. It surely doesn’t wait for you to be ready. It doesn’t care whether you’ve had time to prepare. One moment, life is moving forward, steady, and predictable. Then before you know it, life can be altered in a way that can’t ever be undone.
I had always understood death in theory. I knew what it meant. I knew it was inevitable. But knowing is so different from seeing. And the first time I truly saw death—its weight, its finality, and the silence it leaves behind—I realized something even more unsettling. 
In my family, grief is not spoken of. It is swallowed. It hides behind deep signs and sorrowful eyes, in quiet rooms, and unsaid words. Grief is always present, but never acknowledged.
My Pop Pop pretty much kept to himself —silent, resigned, and reserved—like most Vietnam veterans and most of the men in my family. My father is that way, too. And when Pop Pop died, I realized that in my family grief is not meant to be shown; It’s meant to be folded neatly in silence and tucked in your back pocket. When I was 11 years old, I bore witness to the deafening silence of my family’s unspoken grief. I saw how grief can seep into the cracks between us, invisible yet suffocating.
We didn’t visit Nana and Pop Pop often. My dad never took us much, but when we did it felt like stepping into something soft and familiar. Their house felt like waking up on a spring Sunday morning, with the scent of golden-brown pancakes lingering in the air. 
Nana had a way of making every time we spent with her a worthwhile memory. She would take us shopping, or down to the beach to collect shells, or host tea parties with mismatched plastic princess cups.  One afternoon, as she sprinkled brown sugar into my tea, watching the light brown translucent crystals sprinkle into my pink cup, Nana told me: 
 “Brown sugar is the sweetest sugar,” she mused, stirring the grains into the warm water.  “It’s not like that artificial white sugar. They always try to erase everything brown.”
She handed me my cup; I took a sip. The tea was smooth with a pure sweetness that made my tummy warm.
“Why do we have to stick our pinkies out?” I asked, mimicking the way she stuck her pinky out.
She smiled, as the sun beamed on her skin reassembling the same golden brown as the sugar. She said, “Because it’s proper. And as a lady, you must be proper.”
I haven't heard her voice that soft since. 
Pop Pop’s death came too quickly. One moment, he was just sick. Next, we were at IHOP, my dad was outside with Aunt shielding my sister and me from his tears. I remember wondering why my Aunt and my dad stepped outside for so long. I remember complaining to my sister about why Daddy always seemed to disappear at random times for long periods of time. 
“Daddy always talks forever,” I exclaimed to my sister; this was true he did in fact love to talk. 
“I don’t know he’s probably talking about his videos” my sister added, teasing how my dad always found a way to talk about his YouTube videos in conversations. 
When my dad walked back in I didn’t pay any mind to his sudden quietness and the distance in his eyes as he pretended like nothing happened. It wasn't until later that week, when my mother sat my sister and me down, that I understood.
“Pop pop passed away.” my mother told us, as we all sat on the couch. 
My sister started to cry. Her cheeks rose as her eyes thinned, releasing streams of tears followed by wailing sobs. My mother pulled us in for a firm hug, but I didn’t cry. I just stood there, looking at the floor, feeling as if the ground beneath me was swallowing me whole. Nothing was making sense; it was all too fast. How could my sister who was four years younger than I be more emotionally in tune? Most importantly why didn’t Daddy tell us himself?  
The funeral was on a warm sunny day but felt cold and gray. At the funeral, my father took us to see my grandfather’s body before the service began. I don’t remember what he said. I only remember the way his hands trembled, the way his breath came uneven. He stood there, staring down at his own father, and for a moment, something in his face broke. For the first time in my life, my father— a steady and composed man—looked lost.
 His eyes started to water and a single tear started to stream down his face. Then another tear and another after that followed. I had never seen him cry before, something about it unsettled me. I wanted to look away, as if witnessing his grief was an intrusion. Instead, I clenched my fists at my sides, my nails digging into my palms, forcing myself to keep my own emotions in check. I don’t know why. I felt like I wasn’t supposed to cry. Maybe because I had never seen anyone in my family so vulnerable. Then, just as quickly as it came it was gone. He exhaled sharply, straightened his shoulders, wiped his face once, and walked away.  It was as if grief was something he had to shake off before anyone could see it.  
 The service was a portrait of restraint. I watched everyone sit stiffly in their seats, their faces blank, their hands folded tightly in their laps. Even in mourning, my family was careful. They cried, but not too loud. They spoke, but not too much. They hurt, but not too visibly. 
Nana—a woman who was usually full of life— was so distraught. Her gaze seemed to be fixed on a distance beyond reach. She barely recognized my sister and me. That funeral revealed to me how strong my family held back on one of the most important things: vulnerability. Sitting there watching everyone around me sobbing and looking at my grandfather resting made me realize how fast death comes and how long it stays. I cried. 
 Looking back, I see how grief was never allowed to be a shared thing in my family. It was treated like a solitary burden we all carried in silence. I understand why I felt I had no place to cry. I had never seen that type of vulnerability. And even when I saw that within my father he dismissed it immediately. 
If my father cried, if I hugged Nana, if we addressed the lingering smoke of grief would it have been easier? I’m not sure. But I do know that by holding it all inside, we didn’t stop any of the pain. We allowed it to fester. In the end, we didn’t just lose Pop Pop; we lost an opportunity to grieve together, to share a pain, and to acknowledge a burden. I learned that when you refuse to let grief out, when you refuse to be vulnerable, it never leaves. It doesn’t go away. It just becomes the smoke that fills the space between us. So until then we’ll let the smoke consume what we still have left to breathe. 
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“What if the World Was Ending”
By Danica Craig, Governor Thomas Johnson High
Frederick County Literacy Association 
 
What if the world was ending?
Would you stand in front of the person you love and beg for your life over theirs? 
Would you cry and beg a god for mercy? 
Would you yell to the sky that it isn't fair, hoping that your deity takes pity on you and relieves you of your burden? 
Would you die?
The man knows so much about the woman who lay in front of him. Her laugh that had once lit up a room. The way she glowed. Her walk that could hypnotize.Her warm soft hands that now lay cold and still. Standing next to the woman whose being once held such life. He could not help but realize it, the hold she still had over him. There might have been someone screaming nearby and he couldn't hear.
After she left, his world has gone silent. Day after day, time dragged on. The man could not help but wallow, reliving the moments he regretted most. The times they got into a fight. That being the last memory she has of him: angry, shouting, throwing things. But that is how their relationship was: passionate, intense, and all consuming. The cracks were always there but they tried to cover it up with lies and religion. 
The shouts that still make him flinch to think about. The argument was over something as trivial as the dishes got out of hand quickly as it started. She was shouting, talking fast, calling him names. One that he now realizes is accurate. At the moment his fury was not something he had good control over. She brought this up mid fight. He only proved her point by throwing a vase the moment she brought it up. His outburst not only broke the vase but it also broke her last straw. It was as if that burst took all of the sound out of the room. She became not only quiet but silent and lack of volume unnerved him. The silence spoke volumes. She walked very slowly, very calmly, toward the door.
He closed the distance a few strides grabbing her wrist. He held on as his shouting turned to begging. Pleas for forgiveness and promised to change. Promises that had already been broken too many times in the past. He held on as her wrist turned an ugly shade of red and purple. Even though she stayed quiet she still tugged at her arm. 
He had her wrist; squeezing it and turning it an ugly shade of purple and red. Shouting profanities  that turned to begging. But this time she was determined and he knew she wasn't listening. With strength that surprised her, he pulled her to the wood floors. If the force had not taken the air out of her lungs his action definitely did. Before she could beg his hand closed around her throat.
She begged with what little air she had left. Scratching at his arms leaving red welts in her wake. As the air left her, so did the need to fight back. A sudden calm washed over her as she let her tears stop flowing. In her last breath she left her final words haunting him. 
“I love you.” 
His tears mixed with hers as her body went cold. Sitting there silently crying for what could have been hours. He didn't know nor did he care. At some point the sun had gone down covering them in darkness. And under the cover of that he lifted her up and brought her to the place which she loved most. 
A shallow grave was dug to keep her close to the outside world. Letting her touch the flower she put much dedication into. The bug tended to pool around the spot now, not letting her body rest. 
And every day after he first put her in, he visited.
Now that she was gone he could only visit her in a few places. His dreams, the house where the silence belonged to him, and her flower garden that now he takes care of in honor of her. He watched her take care of it for years and knew what nutrients it needed to survive. After she had permanently left, he found time for her. But this time was different. The weight of what he held in his right hand made the walk feel different, heavier. Walking out into the green of the yard. The path taken so often that the brown of the earth showed. As he shared the path with worms, flies, and ants. The weight not just pressing into his right hand but into his spirit, clasping him when he reached the flower bed. 
On his knees the man started praying for forgiveness.
Before he started the fights. 
Before he grabbed her wrist. 
Before he committed that unforgivable sin.
Taking a last glance at the flowers his wife cultivated with so much sweat and love. Sighing as he noticed the wilting flower. As much and he tried to keep the plants alive he didn't have a green thumb like she did. 
Even though she was a part of this garden. Clearing her face of the earth, flowers, and bugs that laid on top of it. Finding her hand from underneath the dirt. Holder on to her as she did to him in her last moments. 
His right hand raised to his head. Even in his last moments he still thought of himself as a religious man. Sending prayer of forgivenesss and begs for mercy. Finding the action seemed to  make the weight easy, he pulled the trigger. 
Uttering his last words
“I love you too.”
So now we ask ourselves 
What if your world was ending?
Would you stand in front of the person you love and beg for your life over theirs? 
Would you cry and beg a god for mercy? 
Would you yell to the sky that it isn't fair hoping that your deity takes pity on you and relieves you of your burden? 
Would you kill yourself?
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“The Sands of Blood”
By Johanna Mitchell, Oakdale High
Frederick County Literacy Association 
 
Now, the ruins are on display for all to see, people walking through them and touching them like a sacred window to the past. Some vandalized and disgraced by people who wish to insert themselves into a history that was not theirs, carving their name into stone as if by saying “hey, I visited this place, I was here” they could give importance to their lives.
But there was once a time when the colosseum wasn’t on the verge of collapse. When it was known by a different name, the Flavian Amphitheatre. When this staggering arena marked the age of the Romans. A great empire. And the only names who should ever have been carved into that stone were not the names of the silly tourists of the future, but the names of those who suffered fighting on the sands below. The names of people like me.
The sun bore down on the sand in searing rays of heat. I focused on the grains of sand that had made their way through the straps of my sandals and rubbed against my calloused feet mercilessly. Looking down kept the sweat that dripped from my forehead from pooling into my eyes.
I’m lucky, I’m lucky, I’m lucky. A voice in my head chanted. Lucky, because unlike the prisoners who faced execution as bestiarii, I wasn’t barefoot in the burning sands. 
No, I wasn’t here for execution. I was here for spectacle. Venatio.
My master saw my skill. If I did as he instructed, he would be paid a large sum, and I would be granted the one thing every slave dreams of; freedom. But first, I had to survive these cursed sands.
I spun the spear in my hands, relishing the feel of the rough wood against my fingers. What if this was the last thing I ever held in my hands? A damned spear. Fighting in an arena like some sort of caged animal. Because down here, on the sands, we were one and the same. Me and the animals, that is.
It was a long day, I had already killed many animals that, just like me, were fighting for their lives on the sweltering sands. A leopard, a lion, a bear… I recounted in my head. I can still hear the way the crowds had cheered when the lion fell. The sound brings a sickening lurch to my stomach. Just wait till they see what you can really do. The voice chants again. It’s the voice of my master.
I would soon be on the sands again, for the second time today. I could hear the roaring of the crowd even now, through the rough stone walls. Damnatio ad bestias. They were watching the execution of bestiarii at this moment.
What a cruel thing, these Inaugural games. Emperor Titus had seen the execution of his father’s grand plan to perfection. The Flavian Amphitheatre stood tall and proud, an oval in shape with tiers of seats and halls designed to overlook the bloodstained sands below.
If I closed my eyes in the shadows of this cell, I could picture myself in the stands. Maybe if I had been born to a different life, I would’ve clutched my younger sister’s hand in apprehension as we watched the gladiators battling below. We would eat plums and wear sandals everyday. Instead, I was born into a life where my younger sister’s hand was ripped from mine by the reaping of slave traders. Her apparition haunts me even now, two years later.
An older brother is sworn to protect, built to be strong and fearless when his family needs him most. I am a product of the great Roman empire…damn all the odds I will win my freedom and find my sister.
A great cheer rises from the crowds above. I lift my head, even if I can’t see them through the stone ceiling of my cell. I picture them now, though. Lines of people standing, throwing themselves towards the edge of the row to catch a glimpse of the gruesome feats below. It was sick. It was beautiful. It was Rome.
The gate is opening. I fling my head towards the entrance as slaves are ushered by, carrying the corpses of those forced to be executed on the sands. I was to be next to enter through that gate, to bask in that sunlight. I was expected to kill the animal that killed these men, whoever they were.
I forced myself to look at their dismembered bodies and feel no remorse. These were criminals, men who trafficked women like my sister, men who committed acts of treason, men who stole, lied, and cheated.
But a part of me felt pity for these poor, sad men.
You would be a great warrior. My master’s voice commented in my head. If you weren’t such a Graeculus. Your mind is broken, and your heart is soft.
Graeculus, graeculus, graeculus… 
Two men follow the slaves through the gate. Beyond them I can see the expanse of the sea of sands. My already hot forehead prickles in anticipation at the glaring light.
Both men wear typical Roman military attire. Our differences are outlined plainly in our clothing. Them, adorned in armor and cloaks. Me, wearing a simple tunic, helmet in hand. In this weather, at least, we are the same. Sweaty and drained.
“Up!” The one on the right orders, banging his spear to the ground. I am struck with a startling urge to smack the thing from his hand. Your mind is broken.
I don’t resist when they grab my arms and shove me towards the large gate. I pass other gladiators sitting in small cells. A whole collection of broken, twisted people. Some, prisoners preparing for their final moments. Others, willing noblemen who have trained for these moments. And some, just like me, offered up by their enslavers like a gruesome sacrifice to the empire of bloodlust.
I’m lucky, I’m lucky, I’m lucky.
Lucky because I am more than a Graeculus slave. I am Roman changed. This depraved form of humanity and illusion of prosperity engraved into my skin alongside the scars of my master’s short temper.
“Ave Caesar, morituri te salutant.” The other guard whispers fervently as we all step onto the sands. Hail, Caesar, those who are about to die salute you. I take in his fidgety frame and the cross that sits on his neck. I vow then, that I will not die today surrounded by the Catholics that praise their own murderers like Gods.
A snort draws me out of my thoughts and I take a few seconds to blink against the rays of light that blind me, shoving my helmet on my head and ignoring the annoying drip of sweat down my neck. A few paces in front of us sits a creature I have never seen before.
Its backside faces the gate we emerged from, but I can still see the prongs of horns that protrude from its face like a making of the devil himself. Its hide is a dry and cracked gray, made up of folded layers of armor.
Rinókeros.
The guards flee back through the gate, leaving me on the sands alone. A cheer echoes through the crowd above when their attention is snagged back to the sands by the tall Greek slave in their midst. The noise awakens the beast in front of me from its stupor. It staggers to its feat and exhales a huff as it turns to face me.
The rhinoceros was just like the other animals I had killed that day. Starved and half mad on his own predicament. We made a lovely pair. Both murderers. Equal on the sands of blood.
I spin the spear around in my hands, testing the feel of the weight. The crowd hoots in appreciation. Give them a show, Carpophorus. This was all I had left to live for.
The rhinoceros stamped its feet in agitation. That was the only warning I got before it charged. Sand sprayed in every direction, the ground beneath my sandals shaking with the weight and might of a desperate creature. The crowd above gasped in unison. I barely glanced up to see the mothers clutching their daughters in alarm.
Everything faded to the background. There were no spectators. No crowd. No emperors. No slavers. No slaves. Just two beasts fighting, trading a life for life.
I wait until the rhinoceros is but a few steps away before I dart to the left, barely missing being crushed by his hooves. In my escape, I slice my spear across his shoulder, ignoring the spark of terror that grips at my heart at the sheer size of the creature.
He lets out an earth-shattering roar, leg buckling as blood hits the sand in hot pelts that sizzle upon contact. I fight the urge to wipe sweat from my eyes, savoring the sting of the salt in my eyes. It is punishment for the way I have disgraced such a creature.
Your heart is soft. 
The rhinoceros is staggering to its feet. He is strong, but tired from his previous fights in the sun. He can battle through any number of cuts normally, but now he is malnourished and crazed for water.
He charges again, bucking in the sand. 
Again, I slide away, dragging my spear behind me to cut across the beast’s thick hide. We go back and forth, trading blows. It is animalistic, the way the crowds above start to chant my name. I watch as the sands beneath my feet slowly turn a burnt auburn with blood. They remind me of my sister’s hair, a tidal wave of adrenaline pushing me onto the offensive.
I stab the spear into the neck of the rhinoceros, pulling back as blood drenches my arms. The beast lets loose a distressed sound. I’m too busy relishing in my small victory to register as he turns his head and slams his horn into my chest.
I’m sent flying across the ground as the crowd boos. Sand tangles in my sweat-clogged clothing, covering me in the bones of gladiators before me.
I lay on the ground, dazed. I peer at the sun above as I prepare for my ultimate end. Will the rhinoceros stab me with his horn? Will he trample me to death?
But no end comes for me. I force myself to my feet, stumbling with the waves of dizziness that overcome my senses and the bile that threatens to spill from my throat. The rhinoceros lays on its side a few meters away, blood pouring down his neck in rivulets of ruby. His breathing is hitched and he gasps a choked, anguished sound.
I trip over my feet as I pick up my discarded spear and make my way, shakenly, over to the defeated form of my equal. Could I really be strong enough to deliver a killing blow? I climb onto the beast’s neck and raise the spear over his head with both arms. The crowd responds with trepidation.
I hesitate, standing over the beast. I peer into his eyes, looking for any sense of the humble creature he must’ve been. But all I see is murder and madness. What have they made you?
Broken mind, soft heart.
I drive the spear right through those evil eyes, brushing aside the stench of blood and the turmoil I feel inside.
No remorse, no remorse, no remorse.
As the crowds holler and praise my name and I’m carted away, I can’t help but wonder… if I ever find my sister, how much of me will there still be remaining? Would she still recognize me now?
Graeculus no more. Rome has claimed me now.
 
 
 
 
 
Grade 12, Short Story
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“Blossoms Between Heartbeats”
By Jamie Nguyen, Worcester Preparatory
Eastern Shore Literacy Association 
 
It started with petals–soft, barely there,
A cough laced in sakura pink, drifting like prayer.
September 11, 2024
 
I didn’t understand what it meant at first, only that each breath carried something more than just air. I don’t remember when this started, but it got worse as the environment had begun to shift, cooler at dawn and restless at night, carrying this heaviness that clung to my skin. I began to walk home as the sun began to set in the west. I told myself that the tightening in my chest was just the season changing, but alas it ended up in my hand, slightly damp with my own blood. A petal…but the cherry blossoms wouldn’t bloom again until spring of next year. I clenched onto it since I couldn’t just let a blood covered flower petal roam the streets of Setagaya. Each time I coughed one up, it felt less like an accident and more like a message that I wasn’t ready to acknowledge.
 
 
 
Your name on my tongue, a sweet, aching thorn,
A secret I watered each lovelorn morn.
September 23, 2024
 
I had grown used to whispering your name only in places the world would never think to listen…into the steam of my morning tea, into the folds of my pillow, into the rays that burst through my window at sunrise and sunset. Makoto Kurogawa. Even just thinking it felt like tugging on a red thread woven too tightly around my heart. The way his straight, yet fluffy hair swayed in the wind and shined in the sunlight was enough to make any girl’s heart burst, including my botanical one. We had walked the same streets since childhood, our houses separated by only a wall, and yet I gripped onto my feelings like contraband, stashed in the lining of my thoughts. 
 
I loved you like spring loves the shy, frozen ground,
Quiet, persistent, without being found.
October 18, 2024
 
Some mornings when the sky was still a pale wash of marigold, I would catch myself daydreaming what it might feel like to finally tell you. The feeling set my heart ablaze. But the fantasy always shatters the moment I see the way you look at her beneath the gingko trees. Your smile is always so bright…enough to eclipse any fragile hope I dared nurture. So instead, I kept to myself and tended my secret the way one would tend to a wound. Carefully. Quietly. Knowing it would only deepen the longer I let it live. And all the while, the petals kept coming…as if blooming in rhythm with the love I never dared allow the light to see.
 
But love unreturned is a seed in the chest,
Growing roots where no heart finds rest.
November 17, 2024
 
The day I collapsed at the Shibuya Station felt strangely distant, like watching someone else’s body falter in a world where movement never came to a stop. One moment I was standing among the crowd, listening to the hollow chime of the departure melody, and the next I was on my knees, hands on my throat, tasting sakura on my tongue. When I woke, the medicinal smell of the clinic room pressed against my senses, and Dr. Haruna Sato stood over me with a look too gentle for the severity of her words. I couldn’t quite grasp everything she was saying, but I understood the part where I have the condition born from unrequited love, Hanahaki. The flowers could take root where breath belonged, and with that, something shifted inside of me, not with surprise, but with a strange quiet recognition. Even then, as fear coiled in my stomach, I found myself still thinking of you, Makoto.
 
Now daffodils crowd where breath used to be,
And I smile through pain so you won’t see me.
December 7, 2024
By winter, the flowers inside me had grown bold enough to announce themselves despite my efforts to silence them until I could think of something. Somedays, I woke up with a tightness so sharp I wondered if my ribs had been pried open in my sleep. Other times, I felt petals brushing up my throat with a softness that almost felt mocking. New flowers. Daffodils. My disease was so rare and so unbearably persistent. Yet whenever I saw you, I found a way to disguise the struggle. I poured makeup onto myself to fill the hollows beneath my eyes and give my cheeks some warmth. I held my smile and head up high, even when you spoke about her with a tone so gentle that I could feel it in my fingertips. I kept my breaths shallow even though it was cold out so you won’t hear the faint, papery rustle inside me…that was a form of my own cowardice. Or devotion. I’m not sure which.
 
What joy to be near you, what grief to be near,
You speak, and the flowers bloom out of fear.
December 19, 2024
 
Standing next to you was both salvation and torment. The days where we walked home together, were the days I cherished most. Our conversations were always full, yet so empty. My speech dissolved into nothing but head nods around you, afraid that if I spoke, even parted my lips just the slightest bit, the petals I’ve been desperately stifling would finally break free from the restraints I put on them. Every time you spoke my name, something beautiful and deadly unfurled in my chest. I tried to memorize the warmth of your presence, even while the disease continued to punish me. I longed to speak to you with the same honest simplicity of friends in stories passed down through generations, where a single confession could alter what was always normal. Yet each time your shadow fell alongside mine, I felt the ache of unsaid words settle deeper into the garden encaged in my ribs, as though my heart had become a shrine devoted to my longing for you.
 
I could cut them out, I could let love die,
But to lose the ache is to say goodbye.
January 22, 2025
 
My condition had worsened to the point where my efforts to contain it had diminished completely. Suppressing the cough only made the suffocation faster. Dr. Sato had given me two options: confess with the chance that you will love me back and free myself from the flowers, or I could get better with surgery, but that meant I had to forget you. I could release myself from the pain and live my life and yet my heart clenched at the sight of your hurt face when you had been erased from my mind. To lose all of our memories together was like wiping away a piece of my soul. With that, I declined and decided to pour my heart out into a letter. This letter. With the strength I had left, I was going to drag myself to the field we played in in our youth and confess tomorrow. It seems abrupt, but the sand in my glass seems to be emptying faster than I expected and I would never forgive myself if I went on without trying to save myself. But before then, I want to mail this letter just in case my body succumbs to the blossoms.
 
So I let them grow, let my lungs be a shrine,
To a love that was yours but was never mine.
January 24, 2025
 
I’m sorry…Makoto.
 
January 25, 2025
Tears merged onto the page, blurring the gentle curves of her handwriting. Something in her words felt final, too calm, too resolved. Before I could process it, my legs had processed for me, snow tearing beneath my feet and cold wind slicing through the rising panic. My heartbeat stumbled. Please, wait for me. But when I reached the clearing, the world fell utterly still. Miyu laid in the now crimson snow, petals drifting from the flower in the center of her silent, unmoving chest. My favorite flower. 
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A Note from the Contest Chair:

The works included in this anthology are presented as
they were originally submitted by the students in the
writing contest. While we generally honor the authenticity
of each entry, including any errors or imperfections, we
have decided to maintain the original works in their
unaltered form. These errors, whether typographical or
grammatical, reflect the writer's personal style and voice
at the time of submission.

We celebrate the creativity and effort behind each piece
and believe that the inclusion of these works in their
original state honors the integrity of the students’ efforts.

— Dr. Brian Cook, Contest Chair
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