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For the Education Team at the Emirates Literature Foundation, it is
a unique honour each year to have the privilege of reading stories
that are authored by young writers and submitted for the Oxford
University Press Story Writing Competition.

Owing to the tremendous support received, we march forward and
successfully conclude our yearly cycle for this competition - a huge

thank you to everyone who helps make this initiative a triumph!

Firstly, thank you dear students, for sharing your stories with us - it
has been a delight to read them. Congratulations to all the winners
and ‘honourable mentions’ - your stories wowed the readers and
made a lasting impression on the judges. To all you incredible writers,

we say, please do not stop writing!

Thank you also to the parents, the teachers, the friends, and family
who backed the students. Our competitions only work because of

your unwavering support and enthusiastic encouragement.

The Emirates Literature Foundation also hugely values the positive
and continued support from Oxford University Press for this much-

loved competition.

To make this competition work flawlessly, we rely on our reliable
group of hard-working volunteers who read and carefully assess
each entry before a shortlist is passed to the judges. We understand
it is a challenging task, and thoughtful deliberation goes into your
selection. From the Emirates Literature Foundation, we would like
to offer an enormous thank you to Almas Dedanwala, Angela Souter,
Archana Shivmani Rao, Carole Ansell, Chafic Mekkaoui, Cristina
Lazar, Denise Moore, Elizabeth Jane Hayward, Hannah Raven-Wright,
I[ram Rizvi, Linda Dickinson, Namita Mehrotra, Naomi Clarke, Nicole

D'Souza, Patricia Mae Estenoso, Prajakta Memane, Radhia Fernini,
Ramsha Kamal, Roshini Lalwani, Sadaf Parvin Saadetali Hafiz, Sarah
McDonald, Shamim Yusuf, Sherin Mariam John, Silvia Bertolini, Surbhi
Dedhia, Yvette Judge, Zarina Khan and Zikia Fazalan - please know

we could not have done this without you!

Finally, it is wonderful to have on board our amazing panel of judges,
who read and judge each story with an open heart and considerate
insight, always providing very useful feedback enabling our young
authors to enhance their writings and motivate them to keep writing.
As always, we at the Emirates Literature Foundation are extremely
grateful for your lasting dedication and would like to take this
opportunity to deeply thank April Hardy, Kathy Hoopmann, Kathy
Butti, and Annemieke Woodbridge.

We hope that the readers of this winning anthology will enjoy reading

these stories just as much as we did!

Education Team

Emirates Literature Foundation



Foreword

What | love about an anthology like this is the way we get to meet
a new generation of writers - we get to hear new stories and we
get to learn how the world needs to change. From the imaginings of
eleven-year-olds through to adolescents and on to young adults, we
get a fuller, brighter, more vibrant blueprint of what our future might
look like if we can just imagine it. What are the things we must keep?
What do we, as a society, need to work on? What atrocities need to

stop immediately?

Stories are how we change the world - how we make it better.
Improving anything starts with imagination and passing our hopes and
dreams on to the people around us. It is no small thing. Stories allow
us to visualise a world of peace and happiness and unity - they allow
us to dream. Stories criticise current evils, but stories are also how we

celebrate the beautiful things that we want to keep the same forever.

But as much as | love reading young writers, my real hope, is that each
one of these young writers becomes an old writer. My hope is that all
of these fresh, strong voices continue to guide us. The work and the
joy of writing does not end with this achievement - no, this is where
it begins. Keep writing! If you are in the younger age categories, then
submit another story next year as you move up. And if you are too old
to enter next year, find anthologies that will take submissions - there
are many around the world.

My imagined future is one where every single writer in this anthology
continues to write and continues to hold a mirror up to the world as
it is now. And maybe, one day, we'll all look back at a society that is

changed, that is better - because you told a story.

And as for us readers, what a privilege it is to read and explore
these stories. These characters. These worlds. Where all futures are
possible if we can just imagine them!

Alex Latimer

Award-winning South African author and illustrator

December 2024
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11 and under

Judge’s Overview

Oh, my goodness! The standard of writing in this competition just
gets higher and higher, making it very difficult to select just the

necessary number of entries for the shortlist.

A huge Well Done to everyone who entered. Please do not be
downhearted if your story didn't make the final ten. | had to be

stricter than ever as there were so many really good stories.

The theme of ‘Imagine’ was perfect for this competition, as the
imaginations of the entrants created some fabulous work. From
children in refugee camps imagining a better future, to magical
paintbrushes and cameras which created whatever the person
holding them imagined, | was thoroughly transported by every

story | read.

| do hope yoU'll all enter again next year and that those old enough
to go up to the next age category will enjoy success with the 12-14

age group.
Thank you for letting me read your stories!

April Hardy
December 2024

Echoes of Hope

First place: Hania Faisal, 10

International School of Creative Science, Sharjah

The wind howled through the refugee camp, a mournful sound that
echoed the struggles of those who lived within its makeshift walls. Twelve-
year-old Amir sat on a worn-out blanket, his knees drawn up to his chest,
while his younger sister, Leila, drew patterns in the dirt beside him.

“Amir,” she said, breaking the heavy silence, “do you think there's
a place where there's no war? Where people aren't afraid?”

Amir looked up, his heart aching. “l hope so, Leila. But sometimes,
it feels like that place is just a dream. Here, it's hard to imagine
anything other than this.”

Leila frowned, her eyes bright with defiance. “But we have to
imagine it! What if we could create a world where no one has to
live like this? No bombs, no fear?”

Amir's heart raced at her words. “What would that world look like?”

She leaned in closer, her voice low and earnest. “There would be
no lines for food, no crying babies at night. Just families together,
laughing, playing. | want to see trees again, Amir. Big ones with

swings hanging from the branches.”
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1 and under

Amir's gaze fell, memories flooding back - the sound of laughter
in their old neighbourhood, the scent of fresh bread baking in their
mother’s kitchen. “I miss our home,” he whispered. “| miss the warmth.
Here, it's always cold, even when the sun shines.”

Leila’s voice trembled as she spoke. “What if we had a garden?
We could plant flowers and vegetables. Everyone could share what
they grow. No fighting over food.”

Amir's heart ached. “But what if they come for the food? What if
the fighting starts again?”

Leila bit her lip, the fear evident in her eyes. “Then we stand
together, like we always do. We can't let hate win. Remember what
Mama said? ‘Love is stronger than fear.”

Tears brimmed in Amir’s eyes. “But love isn't enough sometimes.
Look at where we are. Look at what we've lost.” His voice cracked,
and he turned away, fighting back the emotions.

Leila reached out, taking his hand in hers. “But we can't lose hope!
Imagine if all the children in the world could come together, play
together. No more enemies. Just friends.”

He looked at her, his heart swelling with admiration for her
strength. “l want that, too. But what if it's just a story we tell ourselves
to feel better?”

“Then let’s tell it loud!” she shouted, her voice echoing in the quiet.
“Let’s tell everyone until they believe it. We have to start somewhere.”

Amir chuckled softly through his tears, her enthusiasm contagious.
“Okay, let’s start right now. We can gather the kids in the camp. We
can share stories, laugh, and play. Maybe even create a garden!”

“Yes!” Leila jumped up, her eyes shining with excitement. “And we
can paint signs! ‘No more hate! Only love!”

“Together, we can imagine it,” he said, a smile breaking through

his sadness. “And one day, maybe we'll make it real.”

1 and under

Judge’s Comments
A heartfelt tale, full of empathy and hope. This was well thought out
and well written; the writer setting the scene of the refugee camp and
the world these children were living in, whilst they imagined something
better. | hope the writer of this story keeps writing. Excellent job! A
worthy joint first place!



The Unwritten Hour

First place: Nishi Ramchandani, 11
Gems Our Own English High School, Dubai

Alina stared at the old town clock, frozen at 11:12 p.m. The streets
were silent, leaves halted in mid-air, waves stilled mid-crest, and
people caught mid-step. Yet, she alone could move.

Her heart pounded as she searched for signs of life. A cat was
mid-leap, and drops of rain hung motionless. “This must be a dream,”
she whispered, though everything felt too real.

A low hum filled the air. In an alley by the clock tower, a cloaked
figure shimmered, then solidified - a tall woman with her face hidden
beneath a hood. Alina felt compelled to approach.

“You're late,” the woman said, her voice both amused and stern.

“Late for what?” Alina’s voice was barely a whisper.

“This is the Unwritten Hour,” the woman replied. “A hidden hour
outside of time, meant only for creation. Mortals aren't meant to see
it. You're here because... you're an anomaly.”

“An anomaly?” Alina’s pulse quickened.

The woman opened a glowing book. “This is the Script of Realities.

Every choice, every life, is written here - except yours.”

11 and under

“My story isn't written?”

“No. You're free from fate. You could choose to write your life,
become anyone... or be erased, returned to the void. No memory,
no existence.”

Erasure sounded peaceful, an end to all questions. But the
thought of creating her own future, of rewriting her story, filled her
with excitement. “Why was | left unwritten?”

The woman gave a cryptic smile. “Even the universe makes
mistakes. Time is frozen for a moment longer. Choose.”

Alina thought of her life - small struggles, quiet joys, and potential
often stifled by fear. Here was a chance to decide her own destiny.

“If | choose to write my life?”

“Then you return with the pen in hand. Your choices will be
yours alone.”

Alina took a deep breath, her hand trembling as she reached for
the book. As her fingers touched it, the page glowed.

“I'll write my story,” Alina said, her choice made.

The woman nodded with approval. “Then let it begin.”

The clock ticked forward, the world surged back to life, and Alina

was no longer a bystander. She was the author of her own story.

Judge’s Comments
Excellent story! Dramatic and thoughtful at the same time. | could see
this as the opening page of a novel/opening scene of a film. | loved
reading this and very much hope this writer continues to write and
share their wonderful imagination. Extremely well done! A worthy

joint first place!



The Entryway...

Emirates National Schools, Ras Al Khaimah

Ela had always been captivated by photography. Her camera was
her constant companion, capturing everything from the delicate
morning dew on a spider’s web to the vibrant sunset. But it wasn't
just the images that fascinated her it was the stories they told.

One day, while exploring a yard sale, Ela discovered an old
camera. It was tucked away in a dusty corner, seemingly forgotten
for years. Unlike her modern cameraq, this one was bulky and covered
in strange symbols that glowed faintly when she touched them.

“How much for this?” Ela asked the elderly man.

He peered at her through thick glasses and smiled. “That old
thing? It's yours for a dollar. But be careful with it, young lady. It's
more than just a camera.”

Ela handed over the dollar, intrigued by the man’s mysterious
words. When she got home, she eagerly loaded the camera with film
and pointed it at her backyard treehouse. She pressed the shutter,
and instead of the usual click, the camera emitted a deep, resonant

thrum that seemed to vibrate through her body.

11 and under

Curious, Ela developed the photograph in her father’s darkroom.
As the image appeared, her eyes widened in. The treehouse in the
photo looked vibrant and alive, and there was a door in it that wasn't
there in real life.

Driven by curiosity, Ela grabbed her camera and rushed outside.
She climbed the ladder to her treehouse and, to her amazement,
found the door exactly as it appeared in the photograph. The door
was small, with the same strange symbols carved into its surface.

Heart racing, Ela turned the knob and stepped through.

She found herself in a vast, shimmering world of light and color.
The sky was a swirling blend of blues and purples, with golden clouds
drifting lazily by. The ground felt like walking on a living painting,
colors shifting and blending with each step.

As Ela explored, she realized everything was both familiar
and fantastical. Trees with silver leaves, a river sparkling like
diamonds, and creatures like birds with flaming wings and deer with
glowing antlers.

The most remarkable part was the images floating in the air, like
ethereal paintings. Each depicted scenes from her life - her first day
at school, a favorite beach, family gatherings. When she touched
them, they came alive. She could hear the sounds, feel the warmth,
and even smell the scents.

Ela lost track of time, enchanted by this magical realm of living
pictures. But eventually, she knew she needed to return. She found
her way back to the door and stepped through, returning to
her treehouse.

Back in her room, Ela looked at the camera with newfound
respect. It wasn't just a device for capturing images; it was a portal
to a world where pictures were alive.

From that day on, Eld’s photographs were more than a hobby, it
was a way to explore new worlds. She has more adventures ahead
of her.



1 and under

Judge’s Comments
Beautifully conceived and written, this story involves almost all the
senses, bringing the reader right into the action. | could imagine
this as a short film, or the first in a series of short stories about Ela’s

adventures with that wonderful, magical camera.

I hope the author of this story continues to write and use that special

talent. Very well done indeed!

Whispers Across
The Dunes

Second place: Nayla Rashed Al Shamsi, 10
Brighton College Al Ain, Abu Dhabi

Once upon a time, in the quiet town of Al Ain, nestled among the
golden dunes of the United Arab Emirates, lived two curious twin
sisters Sarah and Salama. Their grandmother owned an ancient
house with secrets hidden inside it and they would come and think
of the past and imagine how people used to live back then. In their
grandmother’s house there was an old and forgotten attic which
Sarah and Salama were forbidden to enter...

One sweltering afternoon, while their grandmother was napping,
Sarah and Salama stealthily and quietly tip-toed up the creaky stairs
to the attic. The twins stood before a rusty old cupboard with its
peeling paint. Sarah traced her finger along the grooves.

Suddenly, the cupboard shuddered, and a portal opened - a
swirling vortex appeared before their eyes. Without hesitation, the
girls stepped inside, their hearts were racing as the portal pulled

them in. As they were spinning around the portal they finally stopped.
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They weren't in their grandma’s house anymore instead they were
in a bustling market surrounded with people wearing traditional
Emirati clothes. “Where are we?” Salama whispered, looking around
in awe.

“l think we're in the past.” Sarah replied, her eyes wide with
wonder.

The girls wandered through the market, marveling at the sights
and sounds. They saw merchants selling spices, fabrics, and jewelry,
and they could smell the rich aroma of incense and freshly baked
bread. It was like stepping into one of their grandma’s tales. As
they curiously walked around the market they met a young girl
named Fatima who was about their age and they became friends
quickly. She showed them around the busy and crowded market and
introduced them to her family and friends.

Fatima's father was a pearl diver, and he invited the girls to join
him on a diving expedition. Sarah and Salama eagerly accepted,
and they spent the day on a traditional dhow, learning about
the ancient art of pearl diving. They even found a few pearls
themselves.

As the sun began to set, Fatima took them to an oasis outside
the city. The girls sat by the water, sharing stories and laughing. It
was a magical day, and Sarah and Salama felt like they had made
a lifelong friend.

But as night fell, the girls knew it was time to return home they
thanked Fatima and her family and made their way back to the
marketplace. There, they found the rusty cupboard.

“Are you ready?” Sarah asked, taking Salama’s hand.

Salama nodded, and together they stepped through the portal.
In an instant, they were back in the attic.

“Did that really happen?” Sarah asked, looking at the pearls in
her hand.

“I think it did,” Salama replied, smiling.

1 and under

They ran downstairs to tell their Grandma about their adventure.
Their grandma listened with a knowing smile, her eyes twinkling with
secrets of her own.

“Sometimes, the past has a way of finding us,” she said, hugging

her granddaughters. “And sometimes, we find our way to the past.”

Judge’s Comments
Atmospheric tale of twin sisters, visiting their grandmother and
imagining the history and traditions of the past, then finding a portal
to that past and experiencing a little of it for themselves. Extremely
well written; the colours and smells of the marketplace drew me in. |

enjoyed reading this very much. Excellent!

Please keep writing!

21
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The Forest of
Wonders

Third place: Giulia Faccia, 10

Swiss International Scientific School, Dubai

In the small village of Rivertown, where golden fields stretched
endlessly, a mysterious forest lay - a place only the bravest with the
wildest imaginations dared to enter. This was the Forest of Wonders,
where the impossible came to life.

One bright afternoon, a curious girl named Ayla stood at the
forest’s edge, her dog Max beside her. Above, the sky shimmered
with colours beyond words - swirls of pink, blue, and gold sparkling
like stars. The trees, tall and glass-like, reflected the world around
them. Their silver leaves jingled softly in the wind, and the air smelled
of cake and honey, inviting her in.

The forest stood in a strange stillness, its trees towering like old
sentinels. Silver leaves whispered with a sound both soft and ancient.
The ground shimmered with dew, catching the low sunlight like a
thousand forgotten jewels. Every scent, sweet and sharp, clung to

the air, hinting at stories older than any soul could tell.

11 and under

As Ayla took a step closer, a glittering bird with golden feathers
flew by, dropping a shiny object. Ayla crouched down and picked up
a tiny silver key. Then, she noticed something she hadn't before - a
small wooden door, no bigger than a dinner plate, hidden at the
base of the tallest tree.

With the key in hand, Ayla touched the door. It creaked open,
growing just large enough for her and Max to step through. On the
other side was an entirely new world.

The grass shimmered like emeralds beneath her feet while the
sky turned deep purple, dotted with floating lanterns. Towering
trees stretched high above, their leaves twinkling like stars. Friendly
creatures peeked from behind giant mushrooms, watching her with
curious eyes.

A tiny cupcake with pink frosting and sprinkles for eyes hopped
toward her. “Hello!” it chirped. “Welcome to the Forest of Wonders!
The Queen of Imagination awaits you.”

Max barked happily, and Ayla smiled. This dream-like world felt
more real with each step.

They followed the cupcake down a path that glittered like gold.
The forest was alive with magic. Flowers bloomed in every imaginable
hue, plants hummed soft tunes, and glowing foxes darted about. Fish
swam through the air in streams of light, adding to the enchantment.

Crossing arainbow bridge, they arrived at a palace made of towering
books. Inside, the Queen of Imagination sat on a floating throne.

“Ayla,” the Queen said gently, “The Tree of Imagination is fading.
Without it, this world will vanish. Only you can save it by believing
in yourself.”

Ayla’s heart raced as she closed her eyes. She imagined a world
filled with colour, wonder, and magic. The Tree of Imagination began
to glow, its branches stretching higher, bursting with life.

“You did it!” the Queen cheered. “You've saved the Forest
of Wonders.”

23
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Ayla smiled, knowing the magic of imagination would never fade

anymore.

Judge’s Comments
Beautifully descriptive tale, very well written. The writer of this story
set the scene so vividly | could almost smell the frosting on that

cupcake as | read it.

Very well done! | hope you continue to write!

12-14

Judge’s Overview

Wow, the quality of this year’s entries was amazing. It was hard for
me to remember that the stories were written by 12-14 year olds.
The theme of ‘Imagine’ opened so many doors and the variety
of interpretations made my reading a pleasure. Choosing just
three winners was very difficult. Those that did win had a mark of
authenticity about them, and | am sure they drew from personal

experience to bring a rich insight into their fictional narratives.

A common mistake many entries made was to leap into an impossible
world without any explanation of how that was conceivable. Don't get
me wrong, | love stories about dragons and dream worlds and time
travel, butif those things are seen or experienced by simply looking at a
cloud, for example, then suddenly being transported to an alternative

universe, then it's hard to relate to the plot in a meaningful way.

Another issue that is creeping into story writing is the use of Al. |
know it has its place, but that place is not to write your short story for
you. Al is not a 12-14 year old and it showed in some entries. Please
don't be tempted to use it. Your personal stories and imaginations
are so much more interesting than a machine’s version of them.

Congratulations to the shortlisted and winning entries. You can be
very proud of what you have achieved as you have risen to the top
of a very competitive field and well deserve to be published. | hope

you keep writing as the world needs your stories.

Kathy Hoopmann
December 2024
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Sweeter
Imaginations

First place: Saanvi Kiran, 13
Springdales School, Dubai

| lay between the wall and our fort, sniffling softly as | try to keep my
breath steady, the moon hangs yellow and gibbous, stalking me, they
flow across the ramparts, pushing at the stoned-walls that guarded
our city; the artillery units of our enemies.

| sit behind stacked furniture, the wood on wood, our bed is standing
up, it's tied to my mother’s vanity, which is now toppled over, balancing
itself on the one leg it had left, holding up my desk, scribbled on with
doodles written with fading ball-pens | and Hamad had stolen, and there
is Hamad, shaking between his sobs, his thin, lanky arms coil around his
knees, he clings onto mother’s scarf, | clench my jaw, snatching it away
from him, he whines, a strangled murmur more than audible words, his
green eyes red and swollen, his throat rolls as his lips twitch at their edges.

| take the scarf to tie the legs of our table and chair together,
securing our makeshift fort, like the ones we made as children,

although we are still children.

12-14

“Asheera,” he whispers, his voice raspy, his r's rolling with the
parchness of his throat, my eyes flick to him, still narrowed.

“What?” | say, sharply, my hands driving away from the knot |
made with the scarf, back to the windowsill, resting on the splintered
wood that bites into my fingertips.

“When will they go away?” he says, my eyes blink and they return
to the upturned shape they once were; my mother’s eyes, they are
no longer narrowed at him.

The war would not end before we die, they won't go away, the
soldiers won't go.

| sigh, leaning forward, offering a soft smile, my hands find his
sullen face in the darkness, | trace his face, those wide-eyes, hands
brushing through his knitted brows that arch so unusually at their
ends, my pinkie falling down the nose that soared up and then fell
down to form a hook that our father would trace all through the
nights Hamad lay awake on his chest.

“Close your eyes, Hama,” | say, using his nickname, hoping it
would settle him, my eyes trailing his face till | find his eyes, my palm
covering both of them, “now imagine us together at Eid, think of
how we stole all the kunafah,” | whisper, resting my forehead on his,
closing my eyes to imagine it too, and | can.

My hands aren't calloused or stained red at the knuckles anymore,
they're the same soft hands of a twelve-year old girl, covered in
sweet syrup that stuck my fingers together, me and Hamad are
under the table that is now our fort, sharing a cheese kunafah that
lies between us on a paper plate, he giggles like a child as he licks
the syrup off the tip of his thumb, his smile making his eyes turn into
little crescent moons and making his cheeks full like a baby’s, he sits
upright because he's barely a child’s height while | must crouch, he
calls me a hunch-back and we laugh and laugh till our stomachs hurt.

| canimagine it, | can feel it, | am not this bent and scared girl, | am

twelve, unmarred and four foot nine, | am not a victim, and Hamad
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is just my sweet brother with dimples deeper than the sea and a
smile brighter than the sun, we are safe and sound, not children in
war alone.

My breath hitches, | want to cry.

“Asheera?” My brother whispers, he can feel me, the numbing pain
that seems to seep through my veins, the bile that rises up my throat
in sour bubbles that make me choke, his hands find my face too.

“Kunafah,” he reminds, | chuckle, smiling lopsidedly as | slip into
the imagination all over again.

It is me and him, together, Haomad and Asheera, crouched under
a table, syrupy fingers; sticky and sweet, squinted eyes, | can see our
house, not what's left of it after the bombs ruined everything they could.

“Now, think about me and you, again, but this time we're making
kofta,” he whispers, | can feel his strained smile.

As he says it, I'm the girl | was before, it makes me smile, crookedly
albeit, Hamad is five, placed at my hip, legs wrapping around my
waist, hoping to get a piece of the kofta, it's raw minced meat with
spices, not cooked yet he still finds it appealing, hands reaching
out for the raw meat that | swat away, he whines, his brows furrow
and knot into creases as he does. | simply smile, letting the moist
meat and spices roll between my soft fingers, the spices stain my
fingernails yellow, specks of the meat sticking to my palm that |
ignore, his small child-sized palms bash against my cheeks, | laugh—

The building shakes, my eyes shot open, Hamad'’s are already
wide open, morphed in fear, my breath hitches in my throat, | take
him and tuck his head in my neck, making sure he can't see a thing,
my eyes flicker across the sight by our window, my throat rolls, | gulp,
licking my chapped lips.

| can feel Hamad sobbing against me, his shaking shoulders, | can
see his face in my mind, those eyes narrowed into slits like crescent
moons, but this time it's caused by tears rather than a smile, his

lashes will be wet and his eyes red and swollen, he wails.

12-14

All I do is stare at the window, fighting back the dams in my eyes
as the buildings combust, leaving ruins of ash and spews of fire in
the air, | can taste the fumes at the tip of my tongue.

“When will we go home, Asheera?” Hamad wails out between
sobs, | can feel the way his chest falls as he tries to speak.

| don't know what to say, | whimper, eyes closed as | let the dams
open, my head resting atop his.

“We are home, just imagine it, Hama, just imagine it.”

Judge’s Comments

A good writer knows the rules around writing - proper grammar,
complete sentences, but a true writer knows when to break them.
This is truly a masterpiece of writing. Rolling sentences and thoughts
tumble together just as they would for the two children terrified and
alone in a war zone. The way the older sister attempts to calm her
younger brother by revisiting their past life in their imaginations is so
beautifully written that it makes me feel that | am living this all first
hand. An outstanding piece of writing that well deserves first place.
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Before She Was
My Mom

Second place: Mir Faraz, 14
GEMS The Winchester School - Jebel Ali, Dubai

The hospital room is quiet.

Too quiet. Except the clicks and beeps of the countless machines
keeping her alive.

My father slowly gets up from her bedside and squeezes my
shoulder. Attempting a weak smile, he whispers that he would be
outside. Only one of us is allowed in the room at a time. | nod as he
walks out, his gait drained.

| sink down in the chair next to her. Her skin is almost translucent,
her body fragile beneath the thin blanket. Her chest rising and
falling in shallow, strained breaths.

“Hey, Mama,” | lean forward, hands clasped together so tightly
that my fingers ache. My voice felt too loud in the stillness. “I'm here.
Just got back from school.”

| hope for some sort of sign that she knew | was here.

Nothing.

12-14

The stillness of her body is unnerving. Unnatural. This isn't the
mom | knew. The mom whose eyes lit up at the sight of me - always
doing something - cooking, talking animatedly, laughing loudly,
making surprise dinner plans, meddling with a new hobby or
tapping the keys too hard on her laptop when she had a deadline
to meet.

Mom used to work as a freelance writer before she got sick. And
then sicker all too quickly.

| try to remember the last time | heard her voice. Three weeks? A
month? Time had blurred since she got worse. | should've kept track
of it, | chide myself.

My eyes roam over her face. | notice faint worry lines on her
forehead. | wonder - how many of those did she get worrying about
me? | take her hand in mine - it's cold, frail and bony.

Unexpectedly, a thought comes to my mind - once those hands
must have been small - like tiny. Just imagine, what if, in an alternate
universe, | could have met her before she was my mom. | close my
eyes, trying to push the room away, letting my mind drift, imagining
what it would be like to know her, not here, not like this, but through

different moments of her life.

| see her first as a little girl, maybe two or three years old. She's
in a backyard with a white picket fence, chasing after a gleaming
labrador retriever twice her size, her giggles sparkling through the
air. She's wearing dungarees with a striped T-shirt, her tiny feet
making sploshing sounds on the freshly watered grass. Her hair is
curly, bouncing with each step, and her cheeks are flushed with pure
joy. | watch her from a distance, smiling.

She’s so small, so innocent. | wonder if she knew then how much

life she had ahead of her. | want to reach out, to scoop her up and
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tell her to hold on to that laughter, that happiness, because life is

not always easy. It can get hard. Cruel.

| blink, and she’s older now. Eight or nine, maybe. She's in a park,
swinging high, her toes pointing defiantly to the sky. Her hair flies
behind her, wild and free. She looks fearless as she propels the
swings harder, her laughter loud and carefree. | can almost hear
her hollering to her friends swinging next to her. She is daring them
to go higher. There's no worry in her face. She's just a kid there with

a big world to explore and a whole life to live.

* %k

And then she's a teenager. Fifteen. Like | am right now. She's standing in
a high school hallway. The hair is all straightened now and tight in a high
ponytail. She's got braces on her teeth which glimmer every time she
laughs. She has a big circle of friends around her looking at her as she
tells a funny anecdote. She looks confident and so comfortable in her skin.

| wonder if she ever felt misunderstood, and if she had moments like
| do now, where everything just felt too overwhelming. | wonder if she
snuck out to concerts or stayed up too late talking with friends and then
groaned when she had to wake up early for school the next day? | wish
| could talk to her then, ask what she thought her future would hold?

* ok ok

She’s older now, holding a huge bouquet of carnations, wearing her
graduation gown as her parents look at her with pride. Her smile
is wide, her eyes full of hope. She’s graduated at the top of her

class - the valedictorian who just gave a speech that received a

12-14

standing ovation. The world is at her feet, and she knows it. There's a
subtle and quiet confidence about her, like she's ready for whatever
challenges life throws at her next.

| wonder what she was thinking in that moment. But | know that in
no vision of the life she had in mind then, she looked like this - lying in a

hospital bed, with her son sitting by her side, waiting for her to wake up.

* %k k

| snap back to reality.| open my eyes, and she's here. The only version
of her that | know - the mother who raised me with unconditional
love and care.

Her face looks oddly peaceful and serene, unbeknownst to the
hustle and bustle of the hospital around her. Unbeknownst to her son
at her bedside. The doctors said that she may or may not be able to
hear me. It doesn:t matter. | need to speak to her anyway.

| lean close to her ear and say “Hey Mama, | can't wait for you to
wake up. Just know that when you do, I'll be right here.”

| look wishfully at her, blinking away tears, hoping for some
acknowledgement of the words | just spoke.

And then, for a flickering second, | think | see something - just the
tiniest movement at the corner of her lips.

A smile?

Or did | just imagine it?

Judge’s Comments
The art of a good author is the ability to take the reader on a journey
so realistic that they forget they are reading a story someone else
wrote. That's how [ felt when | read ‘Before She Was My Mom'. It was
as if | was sitting at the hospital bed beside my mother. | could see
her milestones flash past. | saw the glimmer of a smile and the hope

it brought. Beautiful writing. Congratulations!
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Colors of
Connection

Third place: Leyla Kulak, 13
Jebel Ali School, Dubai

Delilah’s watch vibrated, delivering the daily reminder that she had
set for herself.

6:00 pm.

As Delilah put down her pen and closed her schoolbook, her mum
sighed - almost inaudibly, but Delilah knew. Since Delilah’s father had
passed, Delilah’s mum had not been fun. Before, 6:00 pm had always
meant drawing. Each evening, they would sit together, inventing and
conjuring stories of fantastical places that Delilah drew. However,
lately, every one of Delilah'’s fantasies had been solo, frowned upon, or
tutted at by her mum, who would never join in. Her mum's imagination
seemed to have been lost. Perhaps, gone for good.

“Not tonight,” lamented that mournful voice. The rebuttal seemed
to be on a daily repeat.

Delilah fought back the pricking sensation behind her eyes. She

couldn’t cry now. She fixed her features into neutral and glowered
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out the window. Her thoughts turned inward. Sometimes, although
she would never admit it, she hated her mum. It didn't make sense.
What had happened to her mum’s imagination? For Delilah, it
was an escape - somewhere to seek sanctuary from the grief.
Although she missed her dad, she could recreate him in her
fantasies. What Delilah did not quite realize was that she also
missed her mum. She exhaled hopelessly. She'd have to draw by
herself. Again.

Dejected, she dragged herself up the stairs, went into her
bedroom, picked up her pencil, and started drawing. The image
was clumsy, but recognizable. Tall walls, a roof, four slightly wonky
windows, and a chimney with a small curly puff of smoke. The front
door was yellow and surrounded by pink roses.

Next came a figure of a small girl dressed in the same orange
floral dress Delilah was wearing. Swapping the orange crayon for a
blue, a spiky, smiling, bewhiskered cat appeared, resting comfortably
on the front porch. Its head was just under the girl's hand. Shed
always wanted a blue cat. In a final flourish, she drew a spiky crown
atop the girl’s head.

A proud smile emerged at the corners of her lips as she stepped
away from her now-finished masterpiece - the dream house. She
always drew that dream house. Delilah let out another long exhale,
and her eyes slowly closed as she wrapped herself back up in the
fantasy. She was sure she could smell those roses.

“Dinner’s ready!” a muffled voice interrupted her thoughts.

“Delilah!” That was her mum’s voice, but it was distant now.

Confused, Delilah’s eyes flew open, and she lifted her head off her
hands. She wasn't in her bedroom. Where was her bedroom? She
didn’t recognize her surroundings, yet there was a strange tinge of
familiarity. Standing up tentatively, she tip-toed towards the warm
light emitting from an open door at the end of the hallway ahead.

She edged nervously toward it.
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Heading down a long hall, she noticed little things. The wallpaper
was her favorite shade of pink. What looked like her crayon drawings
were hung in rows on the walls, each one framed in beautiful gold.
It was almost as if ...

In the kitchen, Delilah’s mum loaded the last dish into the
dishwasher, pushed it closed, and pressed a combination of buttons.
Washing her hands in the sink and drying them off with a towel on
the side, she decided to check up on Delilah.

Her watch said 6:50 pm.

Under normal circumstances, the two of them would've been
sitting at the kitchen table. Delilah with her crayons. Furrowing her
brow with a mixture of sadness and guilt, Delilah’s mum stood at the
bottom of the stairs and called out, getting no response.

She raised her voice a notch. “Delilahhh!”

Still, no response.

She sighed. She guessed Delilah was ignoring her because she
wasn't able to spend time with her. Slightly repentant, she climbed
the stairs slowly, approaching Delilah’s room.

“Delilah, I'm sorry | couldn’t draw with you... it’s just that | ...”

She knew whatever she said would be a lame excuse, but she
wanted to try.

She knocked lightly on the door before turning the knob, easing
it open with a muted creak. Her eyes immediately fell on Delilah,
seated at her desk, her hand moving feverishly across the page in
a trance-like focus.

She was about to call out to her when she noticed several of
their previous drawings strewn across the room. A surge of curiosity
welled within her as she slipped quietly inside, carefully picking up a
few scattered sketches to examine.

Her gaze shifted from Delilah, still absorbed in her work, to the
page of one of their once-adored masterpieces. Without thinking,

she reached for a pencil and began adding her own touches - a
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curve here, a swirl there. The familiar scratch of the pencil against
the paper brought a gradual, involuntary smile to her face,
awakening memories of their shared afternoons spent creating
worlds together. She picked up another drawing to annotate. Then
another, and another.

With each stroke of the pencil, moments from the past resurfaced:
the two laughing over silly doodles, inventing fantastic tales about
characters they brought to life with just a few lines. She could feel
her imagination rekindling, those old embers of creativity reigniting,
as if no time had passed. The drawing in her hand evolved, merging
her ideas with Delilah’s original crayon ones, weaving together their
distinct styles like a dance between past and present.

Delilah turned, her eyes widening at the sight of her mother -
who she had not noticed come in - lost in the same creative flow.
A flicker of surprise and thrill crossed her face, followed by a smile
that spoke of anticipation and excitement. She slipped off her chair,
moving to sit beside her mother, who had subconsciously moved
to the floor, and without a word, picked up another colored pencil.
Together, they continued sketching without a single exchange
of words - an unspoken collaboration that filled the room with
warmth, their hands working in tandem as their imaginations
intertwined once more.

The silence between them was comfortable, filled with the
gentle scratching of pencils and the occasional shared glance.
Slowly, the distance that had grown between them seemed to
fade, replaced by the simple joy of creating together once more.
As they completed their piece, Delilah smiled in awe at the page,
reaching for her mother’s hand as they dropped their pencils. At
that moment, the artwork became more than just lines and colors;
it became a bridge, something to carry them back to each other,
a reminder of the bond that had always been there, waiting to

be redrawn.
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Judge’s Comments
When Delilah’s father died, something within her mother died too.
Delilah missed them both. This lovely story captures the healing power
of sharing a creative moment with someone you love. The reader
could easily relate to the characters and feel a sense of restoration
of something beautiful at the end. Other positives were that the plot
flowed logically, and the grammar was excellent. It is proof that a
winning story does not have elaborate themes to engage a reader. A

simple well-written plot has its own beauty.

15-17

Judge’s Overview

This year's theme provided fertile ground for the writers ages 15 to 17.
Their impressive ability to ‘imagine’ across a wide range of contexts,

times and places made the judging process particularly challenging.

Some stories took readers to fully realized fantasy worlds, where
characters undertook quests and encountered mythical beasts.
Other stories tackled real-world issues such as illness, anxiety,
alienation, endangered species, and war. Characters succumbed
to a monstrous menace or, alternatively, imagined ways to face

adversity and conceive of a more positive future.

Most writers demonstrated an accurate and assured use of
language, effectively structuring paragraphs and sentences to bring
out important traits of the characters and engage readers in the
action. Writers also strove to interweave expressive metaphors and
similes throughout their work. However, the skilful use of language
needs to be employed in the service of an original story idea and a
well-organized plot. Figurative language should not be overdone,

and metaphors should not be mixed.

The three winning stories this year have achieved excellence on all
levels. Each approaches the theme of imagination in an original,
meaningful way; the plot - including the ending - is well constructed;
the use of language is sound; and, most importantly, the stories

trigger an emotional response in the reader.

Kathy Butti
December 2024
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Imaginary Bonds

First place: Alina Ann Vinu, 15
Mayoor Private School, Abu Dhabi

You sit at the kitchen table, staring at the old family craft box
in front of you. The faded, dust-covered box holds all sorts of
memories - bits of colored paper, dull scissors, ribbons tied
in knots. Mother always said that crafting paper dolls was like
weaving a story with your hands, that your imagination held all
the magic you'd ever need.

You can almost hear her voice in the quiet of the room, filled with
warmth and patience. It was comforting, back then, when the house
echoed with life, filled with laughter, with her stories. Now, though,
the silence feels heavier, and your thoughts drift into places you
would rather avoid, places that no longer feel safe. Imagination.
That's what it always came back to. Mother always believed in it
so deeply that sometimes you wondered if she knew something
you didn't.

You remember the afternoons spent at this very table, sunlight
streaming through the window, the two of you cutting and folding

paper, laughing as she told you
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stories about the worlds you were creating. Those were simpler
times, times when you believed anything was possible - before the
silence, before she left.

You reach into the box, pulling out a pair of rusted scissors and
an old sheet of paper, already folding in places. It's just paper, you
remind yourself. Just like it always was. But today, the air feels
thicker, like the walls are watching, waiting. You glance around the
room, half-expecting to see something out of place, but everything is
as it should be. Still, the feeling persists, a strange tension in the air
that you can't quite shake. You hear a faint creak in the floorboards,
or maybe it's your mind imagining again.

Maybe it's time to try again. Let's make some paper dolls, like
you used to with Mother. Your fingers move slowly, carefully cutting
shapes from the thin, delicate paper.

The rhythmic snip of the scissors echoes louder than it should,
each cut feeling heavier, more significant. You tell yourself it's
nothing - just your imagination running wild. You've always had a
vivid imagination, after all. It's something Mother encouraged in you,
nurturing it like a delicate flower. She always told you to embrace it,
to let it grow, but now it feels more like a curse than a gift.

“It's just my mind playing tricks,” you mutter under your breath as
you line the dolls up on the table. But something about these dolls
feels wrong. Their tiny paper faces are too detailed, too lifelike. You
remember Mother's designs, how simple and charming they were,
but these... these are different. The blank, staring eyes seem to
follow you as you arrange them in a neat row, their expressions are
somehow more intense than they should be for mere paper. Their
faces seem sharper, more deliberate, as if someone - or something
- else had shaped them, not you.

You frown. It’s just paper. You keep telling yourself this, but your
skin prickles as you look at them. Then, as if on cue, a folded piece of
paper falls from the hand of the lead doll - the one that looks eerily
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like Mother’s favorite design. Your heart skips a beat. That design was
special, reserved for the stories that mattered most, for the characters
who lived on in your imagination long after the crafting was done.

With shaky fingers, you unfold the note. The paper crinkles loudly
in the stillness of the room, the sound grating against your ears.

“My darling, it's time to come home. Love, Mother.”

Your stomach twists into a knot. This can’t be real. It's just paper.
It's just your imagination. You remind yourself of this again, but the
room feels colder, darker, the air buzzing with something you can't
quite place. You glance back at the dolls.

Their blank eyes now seem... different. Not just staring but
waiting. Watching. You shake your head, trying to brush off the
unease creeping up your spine. You begin folding the note back into
the doll's hand, but suddenly, the first paper doll moves. It stands, its
tiny legs unfolding as it rises up on the table.

“No.” You step back, your heart hammering. This is impossible.
“It's just my imagination,” you tell yourself, but the words feel hollow.
The doll steps forward, paper feet rustling softly as the others follow
suit. Slowly, they start to move toward the edge of the table, and you
can't help but stare, frozen in place.

They shouldn’t be moving.

The leader doll, the one with the sharpest face, glances back at
you - its expression unreadable, but its presence undeniable. It leaps
from the table’s edge, disappearing into the shadows below.

Clunk.

Your breath catches in your throat. This isn’t real. It's all in your
head, but the other dolls follow suit, walking to the edge and taking
their own leaps into the darkness. One by one, they step forward,
their hollow eyes never leaving yours until they vanish, falling into
the shadowy abyss below.

The soft clunk of each fall rings louder in the stillness of the room,

filling your ears, and drowning out your thoughts. “This is just my
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imagination, just paper and scissors. Nothing more.” You repeat
it, trying to convince yourself, but your mind isn't so sure anymore.

Suddenly, the house feels suffocating, like something is closing
in on you. You turn toward the hallway, and that's when you hear
it - footsteps. Not the light rustle of paper, but slow, deliberate
footsteps coming from deeper in the house.

Your heart pounds. No. It’s impossible. The house was empty.
You've been alone here for years, haven't you? You think back to the
day Mother left, how you never heard her footsteps again after that.
But now, here they are, unmistakable, echoing through the walls.

It’s all in your head. It has to be.

But the footsteps are so clear, so heavy. Each one reverberates
through the house, growing louder, and closer. And then, a shadow
appears in the doorway, a figure standing just out of reach, barely
visible in the dim light.

“Come here, my darling. It's time to come home.”

That voice. Her voice.

Your breath catches in your throat, and you freeze, unable to
move. Mother? The figure steps forward, but something about it
feels wrong. It looks like her, sounds like her - but the edges are
blurred, distorted, like a memory you've tried to forget.

Your rational mind screams at you - it’s not real. It’s just your
imagination. But the figure’s shadow stretches longer, darker,
distorting as it inches forward. The once familiar doorway now
seems impossibly far away, as if the shadow itself is warping the
room around you. It beckons you closer, its voice soft, like the distant
hum of a forgotten lullaby. Your legs feel heavy, rooted in place.

The air grows colder, more oppressive, as the shadow moves. You
can almost hear the faint rustle of paper, like the dolls from earlier
are stirring again, somewhere just out of sight.

You try to speak, to call out, but your voice sticks in your throat.

You step back, but the shadow follows, creeping across the floor,
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swallowing the light as it goes. Is it her? Or is your mind betraying
you again?

The lights flicker above you, casting strange shapes on the walls.
And for a split second, you think you see her face - Mother’s face -
smiling, but warped, hollow, like a reflection in shattered glass.

Is it her? Your heart pounds, caught between fear and hope,
between what's real and what's imagined. The shadow moves closer,
the room growing colder and darker. And just as the shadow reaches
out, the lights blink out.

Everything goes dark.

Judge’s Comments
Immediately establishing a sense of distance between the narrator
and the action through the use of the second person - and directly
involving readers - this story moves from the narrator’s reminiscences
about making paper dolls with a long-absent mother to full-blown
horror as the dolls seem to come alive. The writer slowly builds up
suspense by alternating between attention to the childhood art
activity and a sense of foreboding, which the narrator keeps pushing
away even after the paper dolls have stood up and left the table.
The story is made more vivid by the writer’s well-placed details,
varied sentence structure, and seemingly random use of intermittent
boldface type, perhaps mimicking the ups and downs of the narrator’s

increasing fear.

The Worn Fairness

Second place: Abdulla Abdelgadir Hassan Bawazir, 17
Dubai National School, Al Twar - Boys, Dubai

In the midst of Ramallah, Gaza, where damaged roads and broken
buildings reflect stories of strength and sadness, the 12-year-old
Muntaser’s life represents the tragic meeting of shattered innocence
and the lasting flicker of hope in the darkest moments. The streets
that used to be lively with children’s laughter and communal warmth
were now filled with a chilling silence, occasionally interrupted by
sirens and the thunderous sounds of airstrikes that brought fear
from the sky.

For Muntaser, that once vibrant world imploded in a heart-
wrenching moment. Clasped in the arms of his father, Ahmed,
beneath the rubble that was once their home, the boy’s heart raced
with terror and uncertainty. “Baba, where's Mama?” Muntaser’s voice
trembled, clinging to the last remnants of childhood security. His
small hand gripped his father’s tightly, the warmth of his father’s
presence barely quelling the icy grip of fear pooling inside him.

“I don’t know, my son,” Ahmed replied, struggling to catch his
breath, his own heart burdened by the weight of despair. “We must
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find a way out.” As he spoke, the determination in his voice fought
against the despair gnawing at his insides.

Tears streamed down Muntaser’s dusty, blood-streaked face as
the enormity of their loss crashed over him like a tide of grief. “She
promised to be with us!” he cried out, the innocence of youth eclipsed
by loss and uncertainty.

“Stay strong, Muntaser. We'll find her,” Ahmed urged, though a
part of him was already mourning the fragmented pieces of their
lives. As the community mobilized, striving to rescue those trapped
in the chaos, Ahmed summoned what remained of his strength and
pushed through the debris, calling for help, his voice cracking under
the pressure of burgeoning despair.

“Help us! My son is trapped beneath!” he pleaded, his shout
echoing through the wreckage. Amid the devastation, hope
flickered with the emergence of Al-Quds Hospital - a stark beacon
of compassion amidst the war-torn landscape. Dr. Layla, a tireless
figure of resilience, rushed to their side. Stained with the blood of
countless victims, her presence brought an ounce of comfort to the
two battered souls.

“Muntaser, look at me,” she instructed gently, cradling him in her
arms as they moved toward the hospital doors. “You're safe now.
We're going to take care of you.” The cacophony of screams and
the eerie silence of the wounded echoed around them as Muntaser
clutched Dr. Layla’s coat tightly, fearful of losing another loved one.

“Will it be okay? What if we don't find Mama or my sister?”
Muntaser asked, his voice barely audible over the chaos.

“Listen, Muntaser,” Dr. Layla said firmly, kneeling to meet his gaze
with unwavering warmth. “Right now, you must focus on getting
better. We're going to do everything we can to help you and your
father.” As an explosion rattled the building, instinct kicked in; she
quickly guided him to an underground shelter, her reassurance a

steady beacon amid the surrounding turmoil.
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“Stay close to me,” she murmured as they settled into the quiet
confines of the shelter. Muntaser felt the darkness of unconsciousness
threaten to envelope him, but with Dr. Layla by his side, a flicker of
hope ignited within.

“You're safe now, Muntaser. You're strong. Remember that,” she
whispered, brushing her hand against his cheek in a tender gesture
of kindness.

As moments turned to hours, Muntaser began to feel the desire
to escape the weight of reality. In the shadows of his solitude, he
conjured vibrant daydreams - a sanctuary woven from strands of
imagination.

“Mama, look! I'm flying!” he envisioned himself soaring high above
the wreckage, his mother’s warm embrace lifting him into an endless
sky. Her laughter graced his ears, vibrant and healing, reminding him
of their shared joy. “My brave boy! Always reaching for the skies,”
her vision whispered, filling him with fleeting warmth.

In his fevered imagination, conflict faded away. The streets
transformed into playgrounds where laughter mingled with the sun’s
golden rays. “Can we go to the park, Baba?” he envisioned, running
toward freedom and laughter.

“We can have picnics and play soccer every day,” he pictured his
father saying, his face radiating with the joy that felt unattainable in
reality. But just as quickly as those visions graced him, the harshness
of reality pulled him back.

“Muntaser, wake up!” Dr. Layla’s urgent voice sliced through his
reverie. “l... | just wanted to see them,” he sobbed, feeling alone and
exposed in a world shattered by violence.

“l know, Muntaser. It's okay to miss them,” she replied, her gaze
filled with understanding. “But we can't give up hope. Your family
loves you, and they wouldn't want you to lose that light.”

In solitude yet defiant, Muntaser wrapped the memory of his

daydreams around his heart like a shield - a flickering beacon
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of hope amid overwhelming despair. “What if we never find
them, Dr. Layla?” he murmured, the specter of doubt clouding his
youthful heart.

“Then you carry their love with you always,” she assured him, her
voice unwavering regardless of the looming uncertainty. “And you
keep that hope alive for them, too. We'll wait and see, together.”

In the stoic backdrop of his grief and loss, Muntaser clutched
tightly to his flickers of imagination, finding solace in the knowledge
that, even amidst darkness, the seeds of hope could resound with
life. Through the echoes of tragedy, he would continue to cultivate
the promise of tomorrow - a tomorrow where healing, courage, and
love would shine brightly among the rubble of today.

Muntaser reflected on the countless times he had witnessed the
indomitable nature of those around him; neighbors who had lost
loved ones yet found the strength to rebuild their lives, children who
played despite the shadows of violence lingering in their memories,
and families who, despite being torn apart, managed to preserve
their heritage and traditions. At this vulnerable moment of insight,
he realized that their shared wounds were not just signs of pain,
but instead were tokens of pride that reflected their strength to
overcome hopelessness. The human spirit's undeniable strength,
born from pain and challenges, brought them together - a common
tapestry made of hope, bravery, and the unwavering longing for a
brighter tomorrow.

Muntaser realized that even though the world was covered in
darkness, it was the strength of human resilience that would lead
them towards healing and rejuvenation, lighting their path as they
journeyed together towards a better future. This realization sparked
in his heart like a flame, reigniting a fresh purpose; he decided to
respect those wounds not with resentment, but by nurturing the
resilience they symbolized, promoting a feeling of unity, empathy,

and comprehension among the lingering shadows.
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Judge’s Comments
This moving story traces the fear, pain, and ultimate hope of a resilient
people in the aftermath of a deadly attack. Having survived an aerial
bombardment, a young boy and his father seek medical help while
also confronting the disappearance of the mother and sister. The
writer interweaves detailed descriptions of the destruction, realistic
dialogue about the immediate circumstances, and an imagined story
within a story, in which the boy flies above the devastation with the
support of his mother. To communicate the emotional impact of the
situation, the writer effectively uses a wide range of vocabulary and

imagery, allowing readers to fully empathize with the protagonists.
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The Dreamweavers

Third place: Israa Shaikh, 15
Mayoor Private School, Abu Dhabi

In the world of Mirana, dreams weren't just figments of imagination
- they were tangible creations, woven like tapestries by a secret
order known as the ‘Dreamweavers’. Every night, these mysterious
artisans shaped the dreams of all living beings, threading hopes,
fears, and forgotten memories into delicate patterns that danced
in the minds of sleepers.

Among the Dreamweavers, there was one who stood out: a
young one named Elara. Unlike her fellow weavers, who followed
the patterns dictated by the Dream Council, Elara’s dreams were
wild, unpredictable, and teeming with color. She wove dreams
of flying cities, of underwater kingdoms, of infinite skies where
creatures made of stardust soared. Her creations were beautiful
but dangerous, for in Mirana, the line between dreams and reality
was thin.

Elara knew the rules. The Dreamweavers were not meant to
interfere with reality. Their role was to guide, not to change. But
ever since she was a child, Elara had dreamed of something more.

She wanted to shape the world, not just the dreams within it.

15-17

One evening, as the moon rose over the shimmering hills of
Mirana, Elara was summoned to the Dream Hall. The hall, made
of crystal and starlight, gleamed in the twilight as she entered, her
heart pounding. She knew what this meeting meant. The Dream
Council sat in a semi-circle, their faces obscured by the silver masks
they always wore. At the center stood Master Oran, the oldest and
most revered of the Dreamweavers. His voice, soft but commanding,
filled the room.

“Elara,” he began, “we have seen the dreams you weave. They
are unlike any we have seen before. Beautiful, yes, but dangerous.
The dreams you create carry too much of your own desires, your
own vision of the world. This is not our way.” Elara swallowed, trying
to steady her voice. “l only wanted to show people something new,
something more. The dreams we weave... they are too controlled, too
safe. What if, through dreams, we could inspire people to change
their world?”

Master Oran's eyes, visible through the slits in his mask, narrowed.
“You know the laws, Elara. The world of Mirana must not be altered.
Dreams are meant to reflect reality, not reshape it.”

“But what if reality needs to be reshaped?” Elara blurted out, her
voice rising. “What if our world could be more than what it is?”

There was a murmur among the council members, but Master
Oran raised his hand, silencing them. “You speak of chaos, child.
Dreams without boundaries become nightmares. We have seen
what happens when Dreamweavers try to change the world.” Elara
clenched her fists, frustration bubbling inside her. “Then let me prove
it. Let me show you that dreams can bring more than chaos - that
they can inspire, that they can create.”

Master Oran studied her for a long moment. “Very well. You will be
given one night, and one dream. If you succeed in inspiring change
without causing harm, you will be allowed to continue. But if you

fail, you will be stripped of your title and never allowed to weave
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again.” Elara nodded, determination blazing in her chest. She had
one chance to show them the power of dreams.

That night, Elara sat at her loom, her fingers trembling as she
began to weave. She chose her dreamer carefully - Lira, a young girl
living in the village of Sunfall. Lira was an artist, but in the real world,
her talent went unnoticed. Her life was full of hardships, her dreams
dulled by the weight of her daily struggles. Elara saw potential in
her, a spark that just needed to be ignited.

As Elara wove, she let her imagination run free. She crafted a
dream of possibility - a world where Lira’s art could shape the very
fabric of reality. In the dream, Lira’s brushstrokes painted the sky,
her sculptures breathed life, and her colors filled the once-gray
village with light and joy. The dream was vivid, filled with the energy
of creation, and Elara could feel the connection forming between
herself and the dreamer. She pushed harder, pouring her own desire
for change into the tapestry, until it pulsed with life. When the dream
was finished, Elara collapsed, exhausted but satisfied. Now, it was
up to Lira.

The next morning, Lira awoke with a sense of purpose she had
never felt before. The dream clung to her, its images vivid and clear,
as if it had been more than just a fleeting vision. She felt the urge
to create, to bring color to the world around her. With newfound
determination, Lira gathered her paints and began working, her
hands moving with a speed and precision that surprised even her.

As the days passed, something extraordinary began to happen.
The village of Sunfall, once a dull and lifeless place, began to
transform. Lira’s art spread across the streets, filling them with
vibrant murals, statues that seemed to move, and colors that
shimmered in the sunlight. People from neighboring towns came to
see the village's transformation, inspired by Lira’s vision. They, too,
began to create - building new structures, planting gardens, and

crafting works of art that brought life to the once dreary world.
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Word of the transformation reached the Dream Council. At first,
they were alarmed. This was exactly what they had feared - a dream
spilling into reality. But as they watched the changes unfold, they saw
something different. The people of Sunfall were not lost in chaos.
They were inspired. They had taken control of their own world, not
to destroy it, but to make it better.

Master Oran summoned Elara once more. This time, his tone was
not of reproach, but of awe. “You have done what no Dreamweaver
has dared to do!,” he said. “You have shown us that dreams can
create, not just reflect.” Elara’s heart soared, but she remained
humble. “I only gave Lira the dream. She chose to make it real.”
Master Oran nodded. “And that is the greatest power of all - the
power to inspire. From this day forward, you will not only be a
Dreamweaver. You will be a Dreamshaper, and you will teach others
how to weave dreams that can change the world.”

Elara smiled, the weight of her journey lifting from her shoulders.
She had imagined a world where dreams could reshape reality. It
no longer was a dream she had chased - it was the world she had
created. The future she had imagined was here, alive and unfolding
before her.

Judge’s Comments
In this fantasy story, a young Dreamweaver is given one chance
to prove that the dreams she creates can lead to positive action in
the real world. The writer skilfully sets the scene through evocative
imagery, fully realizing the imaginary world of Mirana, the Dream
Council meeting, and the actions of the dreamer. Particularly
impressive are the range of vocabulary and the depth of detail.
The plot is well structured, and the writer demonstrates an assured
command of paragraphing, grammar, and punctuation, all of which

contribute to a well-paced and inspiring narrative.
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Judge’s Overview

What a fabulous group of stories! It was a pleasure to read them,
immerse myself into each story and have the honour of offering

constructive critique and feedback.

Annemieke Woodbridge
December 2024

The Void of
lmgination

First place: Sarah Aljabri, 19
Zayed University, Abu Dhabi

Prologue: The Birth of Imagination

In a world governed by rules and limitations, where every action is
constrained by the laws of physics and reality, there exists a hidden
realm - a place where the imagination reigns supreme, unbound by
the constraints of the physical world. This place, known only to a
select few, is a void that stretches beyond the limits of what is known,
a canvas that waits patiently for the brushstrokes of the mind. Here,
in this vast and empty space, thoughts are given form, dreams are
made real, and fears are brought to life.

But the void is not a place for the faint of heart. It is a realm of
infinite possibilities, where the power to create comes hand in hand
with the power to destroy. Those who enter must tread carefully, for
the void reflects the innermost depths of the soul, revealing not only
the light but also the darkness that resides within.
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Lena, a young woman with a vivid imagination and a yearning
for something more, is about to discover the true nature of this
mysterious place. Drawn into the void by a force she cannot
comprehend, she will embark on a journey that will challenge her
understanding of reality and test the very limits of her imagination.
In this place where dreams and nightmares collide, Lena will learn
that the power to create is also the power to change - both the world

around her and the world within her.

Lena had always been a dreamer. From the time she was a little
girl, her imagination had been her greatest escape, a refuge from
the monotony of everyday life. While others saw the world as it was,
Lena saw it as it could be - a place full of wonder and possibility. But
as she grew older, the responsibilities of life began to encroach on
her dreams, forcing her to put aside her fantasies in favor of reality.

Yet, even as the years passed, that spark of imagination never
truly left her. It was always there, flickering in the back of her mind,
waiting for the right moment to reignite. That moment came one
evening as she wandered through the woods behind her house, a
place she had often retreated to when she needed to clear her mind.

The woods were dense and quiet, the only sound the rustling
of leaves beneath her feet. Lena walked aimlessly, lost in thought,
until something caught her eye. Hidden beneath a thick blanket of
fallen leaves was a small, glowing orb. It emitted a soft, pulsating
light that seemed to call out to her, drawing her in with an almost
magnetic pull.

Curiosity piqued, Lena knelt down and carefully brushed away
the leaves, revealing the orb in its entirety. It was smooth and cool
to the touch, and as she lifted it from the ground, a strange warmth

spread through her hand, traveling up her arm and into her chest.
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The sensation was both comforting and exhilarating, like nothing
she had ever felt before.

As soon as her fingers closed around the orb, the world around
her began to shift. The trees and the earth beneath her feet faded
away, dissolving into nothingness, and she found herself standing
in a vast, empty space - a void that stretched out in all directions,
seemingly infinite.

But despite the emptiness, Lena did not feel afraid. On the
contrary, she felt an overwhelming sense of possibility, as though
she were standing on the edge of a great adventure. The void was
like a blank canvas, waiting to be filled with whatever her mind
could create.

Tentatively, Lena began to imagine a simple tree, its branches
reaching out into the void. To her amazement, the tree appeared
before her eyes, fully formed and swaying gently in a non-existent
breeze. She smiled, a rush of excitement coursing through her. This
was a place where her imagination could run wild, where she could
create anything she desired.

But as she continued to explore the void, creating and shaping her
surroundings with her thoughts, she began to sense that there was
more to this place than met the eye. There was a depth to the void,
a complexity that she could not yet grasp. And as she delved deeper
into its mysteries, she knew that her journey had only just begun.

* %k k

Lena spent days exploring the void, creating landscapes, creatures,
and entire worlds with just a thought. The orb became her guide,
helping her navigate this vast space of endless potential. She felt
like a goddess, shaping reality with her mind.

But her joy was short-lived. One day, as she was crafting a

shimmering river, the orb began to pulse more intensely. The light
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it emitted grew stronger until it almost blinded her. Then, out of the
blinding light, three figures appeared - tall, ethereal beings who
radiated power and wisdom.

“Who are you?” Lena asked, her voice trembling with a mix of
fear and awe.

“We are the Guardians of the Void,” one of them replied, their
voice calm but firm. “You have discovered the power of imagination,
but you must understand that with great power comes great
responsibility.”

Lena listened intently as the Guardians explained the true nature
of the void. It was a place where the boundaries between reality and
imagination blurred, and those who entered it could shape both their
world and themselves. But they also warned her that the void was
not without dangers. If she lost herself in her creations, she could be
trapped in her own mind, unable to return to the real world.

“You must learn to balance your imagination with reality,” the
second Guardian said. “If you create too much or too little, you risk
losing your way.”

The third Guardian stepped forward, their gaze piercing through
Lena. “Your journey has only just begun. The orb will guide you, but
you must be wise. Use your imagination not just for yourself, but for
the good of others.”

With that, the Guardians vanished, leaving Lena alone in the void.
She felt the weight of their words, the responsibility that came with
the power she had discovered. She knew that her journey was far
from over and that she would have to be careful as she continued

to explore the possibilities of her imagination.

After the encounter with the Guardians, Lena returned to the real

world, but it no longer felt the same. Everything seemed dull in
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comparison to the vibrant landscapes she had created in the void.
She found herself longing to return, to escape the mundane reality
that surrounded her.

One evening, unable to resist the pull, Lena grasped the orb and
closed her eyes. The familiar sensation of being transported to the
void washed over her, and when she opened her eyes, she was once
again in the vast, empty space. But something was different this time.

The void was no longer just a blank canvas. Dark shadows lingered
at the edges of her creations, creeping closer with every new
thought. Lena felt a chill run down her spine. She realized that the
void was not just a place of light and wonder; it also held darkness,
a reflection of the fears and doubts within her own mind.

Determined not to be overwhelmed, Lena focused on creating
something positive. She imagined a sun rising over a peaceful meadow,
the light chasing away the shadows. But no matter how hard she tried,
the darkness persisted, lurking just beyond the reach of the sunlight.

Frustrated, Lena cried out, “Why can't | get rid of these shadows?”

The orb pulsed in response, and a voice echoed in her mind. “The
shadows are a part of you, just as much as the light. You cannot have
one without the other.”

Lena realized that the voice was right. The void reflected her inner
self - both the light and the dark. If she wanted to master the power
of imagination, she would have to confront her fears and insecurities,
not just run from them.

With renewed determination, Lena faced the shadows head-on.
She allowed herself to feel the fear and doubt but didn't let it control
her. Instead, she used her imagination to reshape the darkness,
turning it into something beautiful - a night sky filled with stars.

The shadows no longer felt threatening. They were a part of the
void, just as the light was. Lena understood now that true creativity
came from embracing both sides of herself. Only then could she fully

harness the power of her imagination.
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Lend’s journey through the void became more profound after she
embraced the darkness within her. The orb, always glowing with a
steady light, led her to new and more complex landscapes. She felt
herself growing stronger, more confident in her abilities to create
and transform.

One day, the orb guided her to a serene lake. The water was
still, reflecting the endless sky above. But as Lena approached,
she noticed something strange about the reflection. It wasn't just
mirroring the world around her - it was showing something deeper.

Curious, Lena knelt by the water’s edge and peered into the
reflection. Instead of seeing herself, she saw a different version of her -
a version that embodied all her fears, doubts, and insecurities. This
reflection looked back at her with a piercing gaze, as if challenging
her to confront the parts of herself she had been avoiding.

Lena recoiled at first, not wanting to face this darker version of
herself. But she knew that she couldn’t keep running. If she was to fully
understand the power of the void, she had to confront her inner demons.

Taking a deep breath, Lena reached out and touched the surface
of the water. The reflection rippled, but it didn’t disappear. Instead,
it began to speak, its voice echoing in Lena’s mind.

“Why do you fear me?” the reflection asked. “l am you, just as
much as the light is. You cannot move forward unless you accept all
parts of yourself.”

Lena’s heart raced as she listened to the reflection’s words. She
realized that the fear she felt wasn't just of the void, but of herself
- of the potential within her to create both beauty and destruction.
She had been so focused on the light that she had ignored the
shadows, hoping they would go away on their own.

But the reflection was right. She couldn’t deny her darker

emotions if she wanted to truly master the power of imagination.
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With a sense of resolve, Lena looked straight into the eyes of her
reflection and nodded.

“| accept you,” she said, her voice steady. “You are a part of me,
and | won't run from you anymore.”

As she spoke the words, the reflection began to change. It
softened, its features becoming less harsh and more familiar. The
darkness in its eyes faded, replaced by a soft glow that mirrored the
light within Lena. The reflection smiled at her - a genuine, accepting
smile - and then slowly faded away.

The lake returned to its calm state, reflecting only the sky above.
Lena felt a sense of peace wash over her. She had confronted her
fears, and in doing so, had found a new strength within herself. The
void was no longer just a place of endless possibilities; it was a
mirror, reflecting the depths of her soul.

Lena stood up, the orb glowing softly in her hand. She was ready
to move forward, to continue her journey with a new understanding
of herself and the power she wielded.

kkk

With each passing day, Lena grew more confident in her ability to
navigate the void. The orb, her constant companion, guided her to
new realms, each more complex and beautiful than the last. She
began to see the void not just as a place of imagination, but as a
bridge between her inner world and reality.

One evening, as she was exploring a vast forest she had created,
Lena felt a strange pull. It was as if the void itself was calling her to
something important. She followed the sensation, the orb glowing
brighter with each step, until she arrived at a shimmering bridge that
stretched across a deep chasm.

The bridge was unlike anything she had seen before. It was made
of pure light, glowing softly in the dim surroundings. On the other
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side, she could see a faint image of the real world, blurred and
distant.
Lena hesitated. She had always entered the void willingly, but

now it seemed the void was offering her a way back - perhaps even.

Judge’s Comments
The story is a beautifully crafted piece with in-depth, vivid descriptions
that paint a rich and immersive world. The paragraph structure is
meticulously technical, demonstrating a strong command of language
and pace. Despite the complexity of the story, it flows effortlessly,
making it engaging and accessible to readers. The balance between
detailed imagery and smooth progression showcases the writer’s skill
in blending literary depth with readability. This is a very thought-

provoking piece of writing.

Imagine Us Alive
and Breathing

Second place: Mahrukh S.M, 23
American University of Sharjah, Sharjah

Ash fell like heavy snow through the charred lifeless branches.
Savage flames ate every living thing in parts of the forest,
their insatiable hunger relentless. The air wove itself with an
unpredictable coldness as echoes of the dying tumbled through
the open space.

Barefoot and feeling numbed with the weight of carrying two lives,
Lena limped through the manmade wreckage of her life. There was
no one else left; the arsonists had taken the last of her clan members
in a final euphoric act of war.

The fire had snuck up on them as they slept; by the time they
awoke it was too late. The smoke had seized their lungs with force
like a fisherman hauling a slippery catch into a boat, wrestling with
unspoken ambition accompanied with an iron grip.

The land around her looked like it was scraped clean with a sharp
blade, everything scorched and flattened, trees broken and bent,
the camp dripping in remnants from a different life. Handmade tools,
pots and pans melted into deformed shapes, all scattered across the
landscape by an unforgiving wind.

Lena had choked on the black omen forcing its way down her
throat; coughing uncontrollably she had stumbled towards her little
boy's bed. She crouched down trying to escape the heavy smoke,
her hands desperately searching for a five year olds body, for a little
hand to grasp firmly and pull towards her. She found only blankets

and pillows, an empty chasm where her son had been.
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Fear clawed through her body, her eyes stinging as she stumbled
out from her little wooden cottage. A distant numbness had started
to spill over from her thoughts into her body as she realized what
the absences in her home meant. Fragmented pieces of information
begrudgingly came together in Lena’s head as a sharp pain started
to itch its way to her heart.

They had quietly taken the sons first to make sure there would be
no one left to get revenge; poison must've been injected, the body
then removed. Then, they set the camps and the surrounding land
ablaze, a fishbowl of hellish flames consuming everything it touched
like a ravenous beast just out of hibernation.

Lena had emerged from her home with the howling of a thousand
mothers lodged in her throat. Everything was lost in the fire and she
couldn’t see a single soul, but she could still hear their dying guttural
screams. The echoes followed her every step as she tried to run
away from the heat illuminating the night sky, the pleas of the dead
stalked her heels like a shadow latching onto her back.

Time had escaped her notice; she no longer held any value to its
teasing spirals pulling and pushing her through life.

She walked now only half aware of what was around her; Lena
felt vaguely as if her body was trying to talk to her. Her feet bare
and bloody, her back sore, she idly caressed her swollen belly with
one hand as she walked. A girl this time; she was supposed to arrive
with the blooming flowers of spring but now Lena felt that winter
had descended on her like a plague. It froze the damp, hard ground
sealing it like a curse, ensuring nothing would ever grow again.

Bright golden embers burned endlessly like sunlight in patches
over the fallen tree branches; a playground lay broken and
abandoned next to grass still on fire.

Lena lay on the freezing ground feeling like she was far away in
a distant dream. Behind her eyes her son’s face remained etched

in frozen memory, her brain desperately trying to remember if
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among the symphony of panicked voices, her little boy's own aria
was present. Maybe he had made it out somehow; maybe someone
spared him in an act of mercy. Delusion danced across Lena’s brain
bringing her the type of comfort that could only exist in her mind.

She clung to this image as she waited for someone to find her
and finish what they started. She was ready to join her family out
there in the great plain of unnatural existence; her thoughts diving
deeper into the swirling memories, her body drowning on dry land.

Body shivering and clenched, Lena awaited the warm hand of
Death and the feel of his finely made cloak.

Then she felt it. Distant and faint at first, but then stronger and
more persistent. A kick.

Lenad’s eyes snapped open as she put both hands on her abdomen;
tears collecting like forgotten bullets on the edges of her vision.
She felt her daughter kick again and again and again. Tireless.
Obstinate. A rhythmic chant.

She would have to go back to see if anything or anyone could
be salvaged, and when she got there she might not be alone. The
arsonists could be waiting for her.

Tension coiled at the base of Lena’s neck as she walked quickly; her
spine erect, her ears painfully alert hoping to catch the smallest sound.

She moved methodically; her muscles flexing as she pushed
through debris, lifting heavy objects that were charred beyond
recognition. Her hands quick and graceful as she picked through
the maze, carefully avoiding poisonous plants crushed within the
remnants of another life.

Sifting through what she believed could be her things; Lena found
herself breathing raggedly, focusing only on the graveyard she was
shopping inside.

Her skin brushing against the edge of a rough surface, she pulled
her hand away as if she'd been burned despite the strange coolness

of the material.
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Lena picked up the leather bound notebook, staring at it in
wonder. The noise in her head quietening as she realized it was
completely untouched by the fire despite being buried in the rubble.
The rough exterior was branded by a strange emblem, a large tree
with lifeless branches on one side, and supple, lush leaves and
growth on the other.

She had to squint to see the dark figures resting under the shadow
of the flourishing side of the tree, tiny blades of grass depicted the
rich side. Underneath, thick roots unfurled like tendrils reaching out
towards something Lena couldn’t see. They spread out underneath
the earth, the figures unaware of the fight for life happening
beneath them.

Fingertips grazing the cover, a feeling stirred within Lena
something vague but comforting, something stubborn.

As she began flipping through the blank white pages, a pencil
slipped out from somewhere inside.

Lena caught it before it fell to the ground; she examined it closely
feeling sure no one at their camp at owned it. Peculiar, thought Lena to
herself. Objects she had never seen before emerging from the rubble
of all that was taken from her; the universe ruthlessly taking her life
away only to turn around, and sheepishly offer something in return.

Above her, a gurgling grey spilled over into the sky, clouds stumbled
over each other trying to avoid contact with the colourless puddle.

The taste of burning wood dug into her tongue until she could taste
the terrified screams that cracked the air for several hours; the flame
hot like spice, Lena felt it trickle down her throat, stinging her lungs. She
could feel the deep syrupy sweetness of anger as it grew in the pit of
so many stomachs; until it transformed into pure rancid hatred making
eyes water like toxic fumes. Even the muddy earth that covered so
much of the wreckage held a place in her taste palate as she thought
about all the people who tried to escape; she saw them fall face first

into the damp earth, the soft powder coating their tongues with a
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murky tang, covering shocked faces, embedding itself under their
fingernails, trying to consume them whole before the fire could do it.

Everyone eventually gets buried, thought Lenaq, trying to amuse
herself as she carried her findings in her arms. She wondered if that
meant the earth had a stronger claim to their bodies than man’s
natural desire for self destruction.

She huffed as she walked deeper into the forest, beads of sweat
finding her skin and taking root. Stopping under a large tree,
she collapsed in exhaustion as the branches hanging low offered
some coverage.

She sat with her treasures all around her, the leather notebook
whispering to her the way a strong wind on a stormy night whispers
to its sailors.

Holding the pencil tightly, Lena opened the book and wrote her
name on the first page. Then turning to the next page, she started
drawing a portrait of her son.

A cool relief wove itself with her insides, like slipping into water on
a hot summer’s day, letting the water smuggle you away so the putrid
beams of heat can't find you. She didn't expect to feel at ease, to be
relieved from the weight she had been carrying on her shoulders and
in her body the moment the smoke had slapped her awake. Lena
felt sure she was all that was left of her clan, the burnt corpses still
littering her mind. Her enemies had fled the area knowing they won,
of this too, she was sure.

She didn’t understand why or how she was still alive, how she
escaped when warriors stronger and more skilled than her perished.

Before the attacks became frequent, Lena was assigned the role
of helper in her clan. She trained in all areas just like everyone else,
but her primary job was to aid those in need. When someone was
injured and the doctor’s needed an extra hand to cut or stitch; when
a child was inconsolable and plagued with nightmares she coaxed

them back to sleep so their parents could rest. She performed rituals,
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went hunting when she was needed, Lena poured every ounce of
care into the members of her clan.

And now, they had all crossed to the other world without her.

She drew her son’s face taking comfort in his features. Lena found
it impossible to put the pencil down when she was finished, instead
she moved on to another portrait.

One by one she drew everyone she loved, her mind sinking into
the tsunami of memories flooding through her.

The sun started to dip lower in the sky, hesitating a moment before
kissing the earth.

Long spirals of colour cascaded into her vision; vibrant luscious
reds, stubborn heavy oranges infiltrating the remaining grey hues
left by the smoke, lulling the clouds closer.

Lena paused her work to pick berries and leaves, making a meal
that would only sustain her for now. Eating with a quiet sombreness
she closed her eyes and imagined the life she could've given her
daughter. She pictured her whole family crowded around her baby,
could see her daughter a little older being taught to weave baskets,
the loud cheering when she got it right.

A big house loomed in Lena’s mind, with a beautiful garden that
never died regardless of the season. Her daughter would take her
first steps there nestled in the safety of their life together, among the
flowers and vegetable patches. She pictured this better home with
high ceilings, full of warmth and laughter. Lena wondered briefly if
this was an inferior daydream; if it was disappointing to have the
ability to imagine anything at all, and somehow still want to get lost
in the fantasy of wanting a home.

Her eyes still closed Lena began to draw on a new page, her hand
working quickly.

The night hung heavy around her. She breathed heavily, the
silence suddenly ringing in her ears announcing her oppressive

loneliness to her mind.

18- 25

Lena choked down the sob that was building in her throat. She
was tired from trying to keep herself alive and at last, the pinching
fingers of grief found her heart in the dark.

Nausea came to Lena in waves; she hunched over and shook as
the sobs left her body, the sound hollow and solitary.

Pinpricks of light penetrated Lena’s closed lids.

Confused, she lifted her head from her hands. In the distance a
spark floated midair before growing.

Lena got up hastily, wondering for a split second if she wasn't
alone after all. A flicker of hope fluttered in her body.

She stumbled into a run desperate to get closer, her heart racing.

But it wasn't a person. Lena couldn't make sense of what was
unfolding in front of her.

Light fell like glitter in all directions, plants grew from the barren
ground, flowers sprouted from thin air, a white fence formed around
a vast space, and in the middle of it all stood a magnificent house.

Lena lifted the notebook to her eyes and despite the night around
her, she could see the sketch under the moon’s beams.

The house in front of her was the one she had drawn; she
wondered briefly if she was hallucinating or dying, if the berries
had been poisonous.

Tears fell quietly down her face as Lena walked through the
garden, noticing a note tapped to the front door.

Lena reached for it in wonder, it read:

Welcome Home.

Judge’s Comments
The story is intriguingly written, with an excellent command of
sentence structure that keeps the reader engaged. The descriptions
are vivid and bring the scenes to life, showcasing great attention
to detail.
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The Pencil

Third place: Yusr Abdulsalam Abdullah Al-Dulaimi, 18
Saint Mary's Catholic High School, Fujairah

Vidia had always looked forward to her usual Monday morning: the
smell of fresh muffins crossing through the house, wrapped in the
warmth of her blanket, lulled her into a state of contentment. Alas,
that serene morning was the last of her tranquility. The words ‘Your
mother has passed away’ rang through her head, as though she
could feel each individual vibration like a hammering blow. The sharp
ringing of the kitchen timer yanked Vidia back into the present. She
rushes to the oven, scolding herself for losing her sense of time,
and quickly turns it off. The aroma of freshly baked muffins felt
like a suffocating grip as she reminisced about what once was a
joyful memory.

Vidia quickly packs the pastry for her lunch, bidding goodbye
to her father before she heads out to school. The crunching fall
foliage beneath her feet accompanied her as she walked; the
sound served as an anchor, providing a stable pattern in contrast
to her kaleidoscope of memories and grief. Classes passed, and the
final bell rang, indicating the end of the school day. “Before | bid
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you farewell,” the principal interrupts through the microphone, “I
should inform you of a writing competition, you should write about
your hero.” Vidia's ears perked up at the mention of writing; she
listened with keen attention as he continued with the details of
the competition.

From the moment the word ‘hero’ was uttered, Vidia knew that her
mother, without question, was her hero. Her mother had been her
friend, mentor, and the light in her path. She recalled the countless
days spent together, from learning how to ride a bike without training
wheels to baking together to writing stories of great adventure and
navigating through life together. Vidia pondered how much of an
importance her mother’s presence has on her; her influence on
her was that of a rainbow to the sky, a fairy to a tale, the secret
ingredient to a warm meal. Amidst her train of thought, Vidia found
herself heading towards her mother’s study, as though a phantom
hand was gently guiding her towards it. Attentively, she reaches
for the doorknob, the handle creaking beneath her hand. Emotions
clouded her head as sunlight flooded into the room, illuminating
the centerpiece, her mother’s desk. Upon the desk sat the small
wooden box.

Vidia’s eyes traced the details of the box, her fingers softly
brushing over the intricate details, careful not to erase what trace
was left. The box was her mother’s most prized possession, a chest
full of pencil stubs. Each pencil was a time capsule, preserving
moments of her mother’s imagination and the stories she brought
to life. From whimsical bedtime narratives her mother fabricated
to working together to create creative stories side-by-side. As she
lifted the lid, an ominous whisper of magic ran up her arms, raising
the fine hairs scattered along her arms. Vidia, too engrossed by the
box, dismissed the strange occurrence and picked up one of the
sticks. Suddenly, it was as though she was wrenched into the specific

memory trapped within the wood.

71



72

18- 25

She saw herself, but just much younger, curled up in her bed with
her mother. Younger Vidia pouted, whining about how she wanted
a story staring her beloved character. Her mother, ever so patient,
explained, “Sometimes, darling, new characters join the story and
the old ones leave, not everyone can stay with us forever.” Her
mother continued, “Their love and memories will always be with
you... but it is important to keep going, my dear.” Vidia's breath
caught in her throat. She had spent months building walls around
her heart, guarding it from grief and loss. She knew the pain was
inevitable, how else would one shield their heart and soul from the
void left behind?

One tear slid down. Then another. Soon, tears flowed freely,
washing away the protective walls of composure she had grown so
used to. Vidia had spent time and effort bottling up her emotions,
thinking it was the way to deal with such grief. But no, she realized.
She had been digging her own grave, burying her pain further away
from reach, only to have it rise again like an angry tide, the price
paid for a brief respite. Just as quick, she was snapped out of the
memory, left adrift in her own tsunami of emotions.

The sun ascended, casting its rays upon a new day. What a funny
thing grief is, wondered Vidia. One moment she felt as though she
was crumbling under the weight of her emotions, an aching void
consuming her from within. And the next, her soul felt numb, drained
of energy like a cloud dissipating on a rainy day. She moved through
her routine and headed downstairs for breakfast with programmed
movements; her vitality snapped. She was surprised to find her father
still in the kitchen, preparing breakfast. “Dad?” she questioned,
her voice laced with confusion. “Why aren’t you at work yet?” Her
father turned around, a warm smile gracing his face. “l took today
off to spend the day with you, Vid,” he replied. “I figured we would
spend the day out!” Tired lines framed his face, but his joyous tone

remained unwavering. He, too, missed his wife dearly, his partner
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through it all, his best friend. He went to work each day, putting on a
brave face, all the while carrying the weight of his sorrow. Sacrificing
his own peace of mind to ensure Vidia felt supported.

A soft whisper, barely there, seemed to urge her forward. It was
as if an unseen hand was guiding her, pushing her towards a path
she hadn't considered. Though hesitant, Vidia found herself nodding,
a sense of purpose filling her. She would use her words to honor
her mother’s memory. The writing competition became a beacon,
a chance to channel her grief into something meaningful. After
breakfast, Vidia and her father headed out to start the day.

The afternoon slipped away into a moment of time, a whirlwind of
tranquility. The crisp air filled her lungs, and with each breath, her
mind seemed to clear. The stories her father told her distracted her
thoughts, and with each tale, her soul began to relax. The sun began
to paint the sky with shades of purple and red, indicating the end of
the day. “| have one final stop for us,” her father started. “l want to
take you to your mother’s favorite store to get you a new pencil for
that competition of yours.” At the mention of her mother, the wind
blew hard, and that familiar phantom hand returned, urging her to
say yes. Despite her exhausted state, she agreed, and off they went.

Entering the store hit Vidia with nostalgia. She took a deep
breath, trying to silence the war in her head upon remembering all
the memories she made here. The smell of wood and books filled
her nostrils, calming down her raging emotions. As they browsed
the shelves, a sense of anticipation grew within Vidia. A strange
pull drew her towards a path. With a sense of wonder, she followed
blindly, trying to decipher the ominous whisper of magic. It was
as if a whisper, a ghostly echo of her mother’s voice, was leading
her towards a specific section. She thought she was going insane,
that the emotions were getting to her head. But, there, amidst the
various pencils splayed out, one specific pencil seemed to stand out.

Almost glowing with inner light. Slowly, she picked it up to examine its
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intricate details. The maroon paint felt smooth beneath her fingers,
save for the swirling patterns carved in the wood. She knew this was
the one; it was as if the pencil had been waiting for her.

Walking home, she felt an extra spring in her step as anticipation
rose. Thanking her father, Vidia rushed to her room. She set the
pencil on her desk, it was time to begin. However, as she sat down,
her mind went blank. The words she had been so eager to write
seemed to evaporate. “Write, begin with the introduction,” a voice
seemed to say, she froze. “Who could that be?” She whispered to
herself, her eyes landed on the new pencil. She chuckled, realizing
her imagination had run wild.

Even as she dismissed the notion, a nagging doubt lingered in the
back of her mind. Was there something more to it? After a moment
of silence, she refocused on the paper and began to write, the letters
flowing beneath her fingers. The words danced with her emotions,
a place where she could channel her feelings onto a piece of paper.

As she wrote, she realized that she had misspelled a word, a
common mistake she often made; her mother always reminded her
to check her spelling. A strange sensation washed over her. She
paused, her brows furrowed. The pencil seemed to angle the eraser
end towards the misspelled word. A shiver ran down her spine.
A gentle voice, like a soft breeze, seemed to whisper in her ear,
“Careful with your spelling.” The same tone that she heard earlier. It
was as if the pencil itself was her guide. Could it be? She shook her
head. What an absurd ideq, she thought.

Nights before submission turned into the last night as Vidia
poured her soul into her writing, her emotions fueling her every word.
She had written so much that the newly bought pencil was over half
way done. Her eyes began to close involuntarily, exhaustion began
to creep in. “l just need to write the ending...” she slurred to no one
in particular. “Stay awake, Veevee, you're almost there!” that same

ominous voice urged. She was so tired, she told herself, because how
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else would a mere whisper know her most intimate name used only
by her mother? A yawn later, and she was asleep on her desk, her
story left incomplete.

As Vidia drifted off into a deep sleep, the pencil discarded
began to pulse with a strange energy. The initial glow it possessed,
since the day Vidia had seen it at the store, seemed to brighten.
But the light emanating from the pencil began to flicker, as if the
force was straining to maintain its hold on the physical world. A
sense of urgency filled the room - a desperate need to complete
the task before the light faded. The pencil stud began to lift itself,
and started writing. Smooth and elegant strokes slowly began to
fill the page, concluding Vidia's competition submission. It was a
chilling spectacle, a glimpse into the something unknown, but most
importantly, a final act of love.

Vidia woke with a start, her heart beating out of chest. Something
felt..different, she thought. The room seemed hollow, as though
something, or someone, was missing. She looked around, and
everything seemed to be in its place. She reached for the pencil
stud, but as her fingers touched it, the connection was severed. The
magical pull, the ethereal glow, had vanished. Pulling her focus off
of the pencil, she looked at the papers below it. The page was filled
with her own handwriting, but the final paragraph, the conclusion
to her story, was different. Confusion laced her thoughts. Frozen in
place. Mind racing. Confusion immediately bloomed deep within her,
preventing her from comprehending the severity of what was going
on. “lt can't be,” she stammered, lips trembling violently. The elegant
handwriting was unmistakably her mother’s.

The chilling echo of her mother’s voice guiding her while writing,
her presence steering her at the store, seemed to hang in the air. It
was as if her mother’s spirit had reached out, not just to finish the
story but to leave a piece of herself behind. “A mother’s love always

remains, and she has always taught me to keep pushing forward,”
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the last line of the essay reads, echoing her mother’s words during

her flashback. A single tear rolled down her cheeks.

Judge’s Comments
The story’s sentence structure is a delight, skillfully balancing
simplicity with complexity. This creates a seamless and enjoyable
reading experience, showcasing the writer's mastery of language and

storytelling.

The author’s vivid and evocative prose captures the depth of Vidia’s
pain and the struggle to come to terms with her loss, creating a

narrative that is both heartbreaking and relatable.
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Judge’s Profiles

April Hardy grew up in the New Forest. Since leaving drama school,
her varied career has included touring pantomimes, children’s theatre,
a summer season as a Butlins red coat, much waitressing, and working

in hotel kitchens. She spent many years in Greece, as a dancer/
I choreographer, worked on a Greek cruise ship, then for a cake designer,
training as a pastry chef at a Swiss hotel school in Athens. Whilst living there, she also
volunteered at a local animal sanctuary.

Relocating to the UAE with her husband and dedf, arthritic cat, she has lived in
both Abu Dhabi and Dubai, where she was delighted to have the time to devote to
writing her romantic comedies! At the 2014 LitFest, she won the inaugural Literary
Idol competition with the opening page of Hazard at the 19, before being signed up
by LBA Books. In 2015, she signed a 3-book deal with UK publisher, Accent Press.
Sitting Pretty, the first of her New Forest rom-coms, was published in 2016 and
shortlisted for the Joan Hessayon, Romantic Novelists' New Writers' Award. In 2017,
both Kind Hearts & Coriander (shortlisted for the Exeter Novel Prize) and Hazard
at the 19t were published. In 2017, she was also signed up by Felicity Trew at the
Caroline Sheldon Literary Agency.

After seventeen very happy years in the UAE, April has recently relocated to the
Thai island of Phuket, where she divides her time between writing, volunteering at
local animal charities, and being bossed about by her rescue cat, Mr Wonky Tail -
which may well provide settings for future rom-coms!

She misses her Dubai writing pals very much and so is delighted to still have a link to

the wonderful Emirates LitFest by remaining a judge for the OUP Under 11s’ writing
competition.

% Kathy Hoopmann has written over twenty books for children and

adults, including picture books, novels and nonfiction, with translations
into almost as many languages. All up she has around fifty of her books
in different languages on her shelf. She has won, and been shortlisted
for, numerous literary awards including the Children’s Book Council of
Australia Award, the ALCS Educational Award (UK), the Living Now Award (US) and
has five times been awarded a Nautilus Award (US) which is granted to ‘books that
change the world’. Kathy is best known for her writing on neurodiversity, and her
photo illustrated books, All Cats are on the Autism Spectrum, All Dogs Have ADHD,
All Birds have Anxiety are bestsellers worldwide.

Judge’s Profiles

Kathy Butti has taught English for many years in both the United
States and the United Arab Emirates. Her courses have included
American and English literature, media studies, creative writing,
TOEFL and IELTS preparation, and English research and writing skills

for university. She has also worked as an editor for a contemporary
art foundation. A strong supporter of the Emirates Airline Festival of Literature, she
has served as a judge for the Story Writing Competition since 2012 and offered two
workshops and a webinar for competition participants.

After discovering her daughter’s love of story writing and her newfound
interest in publishing, Annemieke Woodbridge combined her love for
business process, technology and her children’s home learning to

launch Young Author Academy.

With the mantra of “Dare to be Remarkable”, Annemieke launched Young Author
Academy and created the platform where children can develop their writing skills
and publish their stories, whether it be short stories or a novel.

Through Young Author Academy, young writers now have the opportunity to become
a published Author and have their book available on the global Amazon Store.
Annemieke has published numerous Young Authors (over 320 titles) including her
own two children’s books.
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