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parents would’ve wanted, and carried a Year 10 already felt like a blur.

newly found will to survive with his sister. Surrounded by students with their
families, he felt invisible. They were
laughing, fitting in, while he struggled to
understand why he was so different.
Despite the loneliness, he discovered
peace in the chaos, as he hoped his
differences could guide him, but
everything changed after a knocked.

He ran and noticed the vibrancy that
blinged across his eyes, as he was
reciting, relighting, and refining the
dreams he once had. Edris chinned up
with his fate, as he admired the city for
the first time in his life. Knowing his kind
would receive cessation, he sat down,
with a drop of maturity in him. Time slid
up his sleeves, and he was unable to
even track the arrival of his departure
from life, as he waited for an opportunity.

As Edris hovered on the brink of death,

a man held him up, unable to sympathise
with the face of enrapture from the
corrupt after looking down on him.

He offered an apartment with bills
included for janitorial work. It was
illogical, but a deal.




Merit Award Winner

Theruni Yasaara Korale
THOMAS MITCHELL PRIMARY
SCHOOL

The air was murky and grey, thick with
gas. | spluttered as | inhaled, the wind
gnawing at my bare gums, my stomach
rumbling in an uneasy groan. Hunger. It
crept up the pit of my stomach, seeping
through my bones, filling me with an
unrelenting crave. The ground was
barren and cracked, remains of grass
yellow and patchy.

Faded signs topped crumbling buildings,

flickering mournfully. Humans’ remains
were scattered carelessly, someone’s
dinner or another victim to the deadly air.
Food scraps were littered on the floor,
rabid survivors scavenging to fill their
stomachs.

The glass on my helmet fogged up, and |
pumped up more Oxygen, emptying the
last bit of my tank. The sickly feeling of
hunger slithered up through the dregs of
my stomach. | adjusted my helmet at the
sight of another body, eyes glancing
away in disgust and terror. Venomous
scars covered the child’s head in
bulbous purple craters, eating away at
his skin — his eyes were grey and
soulless, staring at something close, yet
not close enough.

Shuddering, | sat on the floor, sniffing in
silence. The Earth was crumbling away,
and so was |. | swallowed my last bit of
saliva, desperate to drink something.

My head split with hunger, the craving
taunting me. | winced, grabbing my
temples, everything blurring into dizzying
swirls of grey? Whispers danced past my
ear — | reached out to grab something,
but suddenly the world went black, the
thud of my head hitting the floor echoing
in my helmet.

| groaned, sun hitting my face in
warm rays.

The...sun? My head was throbbing, and |
wiped off dust from my helmet to get a
clearer look.

The sky was bright and blue, dazzling
like a crystal, clouds dashed across the
sky in unusual shapes, careless strokes
against a blue canvas. | grasped the
grass underneath me, thin blades of
green tickling the tips of my fingers.
What was this place?

| heaved myself up, stumbling at the
unusual feeling of softness against my
feet. | walked cautiously, heartbeat
quickening as | climbed the hill. | was
jogging now, but then | was running.




| felt something, something, lifted off
my shoulders. | felt ... good. A smile
cracked into my face, cheeks throbbing
from this unusual action. | laughed as
the sun hit my face, a sense of

found freedom.

| flopped to the floor, this newfound
ecstasy tiring me. | shut my eyes, trying
to soak in the sun, but for some reason |
couldn’t feel warmth. | reached out to
grab the grass, but | could only feel the
cold floor. The cold floor. My heart
started pounding in dread as | forced
open my eyes. But there were no crystal
blue skies and fluffy grass.

| was back.

The grey, dim wasteland | knew flooded
my eyes, daunting eyes of the bodies
laughing at my naiveness. Was |
dreaming? | swallowed, images of the
scenery flashing in my mind. No, not a
dream. The feeling of longingness
started to creep up in my stomach,
hungry, desperate for more. The sun had
disappeared, muggy smoke curling in
the skies like a devilish grin. My heart
was pounding- | needed to go back.

| started pacing feverishly, but then a
thought snaked its way into my head,
poisoning my brain as it slithered on.

| stood up, focusing on a flower on the
ground. It was wilted and decayed, notes
of rosy pink hinting near its brown roots.
Its last petals curled, hiding from the
claws of time. | trembled, raising a
shaking hand to slowly twist the valve of
my helmet.

| popped off my helmet and breathed in.

| coughed and sputtered, heaving as
toxic air filled my lungs, choking as my
eyes tore up and my throat closed in.

Suddenly | thought to a time where the
grass really was evergreen and skies
were a sapphire blue. A time where there
was no poison or tanks, where kids
giggled and laughed as they ran around
the tree — specked streets with no fear.

A time where the air was rich with
laughter and comforting food. A time with
love, home, hope and so, so much more.

Soon my vision blackened, and | let out
final chokes. But then | smiled, no longer
hungry because | was going back, back
to a time that we took for granted.



Encouragement Award Winner

The Time Travelling Opal
Hunter

Ethan Manning
KILBERRY VALLEY PRIMARY
SCHOOL

Let me tell you a story about a boy who
is searching for an elusive gemstone so
radiant with its iridescent spectrum of
colours yet finds something much

more valuable.

The red dust swirled around Eli's ankles
as he picked his way through the
rugged landscape. Opal hunting was in
his blood, his grandfather had scratched
a living from this unforgiving land and his
father after him. Now, at twelve, it was
Eli’s turn to scour the sun-baked ground
for the elusive glint that promised treasure.

Eli spent the morning chipping away at
the hard dry earth and cursing the
relentless sun. Frustration gnawed at
him. His bucket remained empty.
Exhausted he recalled the stories from
his grandfather, of opals the size of
goanna eggs, but now those stories feel
like a cruel joke.

He decided to try his luck near Old Tom’s
abandoned dugout. It was said Old Tom
had struck it rich years ago, then
vanished, leaving his underground house
to the elements of the desert.

The entrance to the dugout was half
collapsed. Eli carefully climbed down,
the air immediately cooler, years of
blowing dust had coated everything in a
thick red film. Empty tins and rusted tools
lay scattered about. He rummaged
through Old Tom'’s things expecting to
find nothing but more disappointment.
Then something caught Eli’s eye, tucked
away in a dark corner. It was an old-
fashioned radio headset connected to a
small rectangular receiver. The wires
were cracked and frayed but
surprisingly intact.

Intrigued, Eli picked it up. He knew
nothing about radios, but the dials and
switches fascinated him. Placing t

he headset over his ears he switched
the receiver on. Static crackled. Eli
fiddled with the dial trying to find a
clear frequency.

Suddenly, the static cleared, and Eli
heard the clear sound of waves
crashing. Confused he quickly took the
headset off. Then, cautiously placed the
headset back on and turned the dial
again. This time he heard the screeches
of cockatoos and rustling leaves.

Eli kept turning the dial, then the
sounds turned to static. Frustrated he
went to turn it off. But then,
something happened. A jolt, like
a static electric shock surged
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through him. The walls of the dugout
dissolved, and he found himself standing
on a white sandy beach with crystal clear
water lapping at his feet. Palm trees
stood tall along the coastline. Cockatoos
shrieked overhead; the same sounds Eli
heard through the headset.

He ripped the headset off, his heart
racing. He was in Queensland standing
on a beach that you would see on a
postcard. But he had been in the dusty
dugout just before. Confused, he looked
down at the radio receiver in his hand.
Could it be? It was the only explanation.

Hesitantly Eli put the headset back on.
Bracing himself he turned the dial.
Another jolt and he was sitting on a
camel in the outback. This time he knew
exactly where he was — Uluru. The centre
of Australia facing an enormous red rock,
astounded at its size, while the camel led
him through the red desert landscape.

Over the next few hours, Eli
experimented with the radio. Each click
of the dial transported him to a new
location across Australia. He stood on
the windswept cliffs of Tasmania,
watched a sunset over the endless
landscape of the Nullarbor Plain and
listened to the history about ancient rock
art of the Kimberley.

Eli realised the radio was able to pick up
a sound and then transport him to the
place the sound came from. The
frequencies were a pathway through time
and space. The possibilities were
endless. He could witness history unfold,
explore every corner of Australia and
learn its secrets.

Eli decided to be careful and use the
radio to learn, to understand. Maybe, just
maybe he could even use it to find the
opal of his dreams.

Later that night, back in Old Tom’s

dust covered dugout Eli carefully
cleaned the radio watchful of the frayed
wires, knowingly holding something
extraordinary, while wondering who

had built it and why. He then placed
the headset back on and turned the
dial ready for his next adventure
through Australia.

He was hunting for opal, but now, he was
hunting something far bigger, far more
valuable than the colourful stone.

He was hunting for the past, the present
and perhaps the future. It would leave a
lasting impact on Eli and cement the
importance of culture and respect for

the land.
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Thenuka Senanayake
BERWICK SECONDARY COLLEGE

As the voices grew nearer, | felt an eerie
presence closing in around me. The cold
crept deeper into my bones, a chill that
no amount of warmth could dispel. My
breath came in shallow puffs, visible in
the frigid air, and | wrapped my arms
tightly around myself, trying to hold onto
some semblance of comfort. But there
was none to be found. The loneliness
was suffocating, a weight pressing down
on my chest, yet | was far from alone.
The air was thick with whispers—
ethereal, haunting voices that seemed to
come from everywhere and nowhere all
at once. They were not the heartwarming
voices of my family, the ones | longed to
hear. These were different, otherworldly,
and they filled me with a dread |

couldn’t shake.

| tried to move, to step away from the
encroaching presence, but my feet felt
rooted to the ground. The voices grew
louder, more insistent, their words just
beyond the edge of comprehension.

It was as if they were speaking in a
language | had never heard, yet
somehow understood on a primal level.

They were calling to me, beckoning

me, and | felt an inexplicable pull, as
though some unseen force was drawing
me forward.

My heart pounded in my chest, each
beat echoing in my ears like a drum.

| wanted to scream, to cry out for help,
but my voice caught in my throat. The
cold was paralyzing, and the voices were
overwhelming, a cacophony of whispers
that seemed to pierce through my very
soul. | closed my eyes, hoping that when
| opened them, | would wake up from this
nightmare. But when | did, nothing had
changed. The voices were still there,
closer now, and the cold was even

more biting.

| was in motion before | knew it. | was
putting one foot in front of the other, and
then the other. My legs quaked beneath
me. | was falling; it felt like there was
some sort of ledge beneath me, and at
any moment, | would trip and tumble
over to my doom. The whispers
intensified—yelling, almost, with an
unnerving quality like whatever it was
wanted to be heard. | feltit; | felt it
there—just beside me. | snapped my
neck to the side to catch a glimpse, but it
dissolved into the inky abyss.



The whispers ceased, just as quickly as
they began. The cacophony of silence
that ensued was worse. | didn’t move in
the quiet, waiting—breathing a breath

| didn’t realize | was holding. The
atmosphere had infiltrated my skin like a
hand trying to expose my weaknesses;

| was going to faint. Everything went
hazy. | was sure | was going to faint.

But then | saw something moving in the
black. First, it looked like a blur, then a
man—no, a woman, | think. Somehow,

| could tell it was humanoid. And it was
tall and thin. | had the instinct to scream,
to cry but with my brain so overloaded,

| couldn’t make any sound. | stood there
like an idiot, still frozen as the cold breath
poured over me like a rushing river while
the being inched closer and closer,
stop—just beyond my fingertips.

| couldn’t see its face—but | knew it was
there. The weight of the creature’s gaze
pressed down on me like cement bricks;
it was heavy, almost unattractive, and
although it seemingly didn’t have a
mouth, it had the voice of a thousand
raging maniacs who projected a call to
action; it wanted something from me.
Somehow, | knew. But how would
intruders be able to penetrate the mind
of an unsuspecting person, a stranger,
all the way from the beyond? | was the

target. | was its intention, and now we
were linked, fractured as one. | felt an
overwhelming urge to understand what
would happen next, but nothing came.
My mind was empty, yet swirling like a
scratched record. Just as fast as it
came, though, the image—and all my
thoughts—faded, the cold air
surrounding me returned to whispers
once more until | was plunged back
into my reality—back to loneliness with
only my racing heart and nearly
suffocated breath.

The voices grew louder, more insistent,
and | knew that this was only the
beginning. Whatever had just happened,
it was far from over. And | had no idea
what was coming next.
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Merit Award Winner
Tag No. 1253

Jessica Nguyen
KAMBRYA COLLEGE

The young boy had lost his way.

He had stumbled into the shadows of the
woods, alone and filled with a deep
sadness he couldn’t quite name. The air
had smelt of smoke and something else
— ash, maybe, or sorrow. His mother’s
sweet voice rang through his head; soft,
but stern enough to make even a
stubborn boy like him listen. Last night,
while drying his damp hair, she had told
him, ‘Remember, my son, whatever it is
that you do, you may not ever wander
into those woods. Promise me, my
darling Wilbur.’

And he had promised her, without any
questioning as to why.

Now, the starless sky hung overhead like
a canvas of unbroken darkness, as
weary and dull as the aching feeling in
Wilbur's chest. He clutched his small
fingers over his heart, confused on why it
was hurting so much. Maybe breaking
his promise was making him feel this
way. Yes, that’s it, he convinced himself.
If he found his way back, he would tell
his mother he was sorry, that he would
never disobey her again. She would pull
him into her arms — arms that smelt like

warm laundry and woodsmoke — the way
she always did, when the sirens stopped
screaming and breath came without fear.

Tramping deeper into the wilderness,
Wilbur felt the air thickening, pressing
into an almost suffocating weight. The
trees grew taller, their gnarled limbs
twisting towards him like a mother’s hand
shielding their child from bombs. Then he
realised something, and an unsettling
feeling formed itself in the pit of Wilbur’s
stomach: there was no sound. No
animals. No rustling leaves. Not even
murmurs of trickling water could be
heard — tonight, the waters were
unnaturally still, hushed. Wilbur wrapped
his arms around himself. The cold had
settled in, but not the kind that chilled
skin. It sank deeper, curling into his
bones and filling hollow spaces inside
him he hadn’t known existed.

Something gnawed at Wilbur from inside
out, urging him to turn around. To run.
To leave. To do anything but stay

rooted here.

But his feet moved anyway. One
step forward.

The path underfoot him turned softer,
looser. Like something had been buried.

He stopped.

Something stood in the clearing ahead,
blanketed in moss and half swallowed by
crooked roots.



A gravestone.

The carving had been weathered by
time, but the letters were still legible.
They looked like they had been traced a
thousand times over, again and again, as
if someone couldn't bear to forget.

He whispered the words aloud, each
word fragile on his tongue.

Wilbur Alexander Chester
Born: November 17th, 1935
Died: June 14th, 1944

He blinked.
Then again.
He stared at the name.

It was his.
“No. That's not right. That’s not me.”

But he already knew. Somewhere, deep
in the hollow of his chest, he knew.

A breeze stirred. Not exactly wind — more
like a feeling, as if someone had exhaled
against his cheeks. A voice rose then,
barely there, yet soaked in mourning.

“Wilbur, you were never meant to walk
this path.”

He turned, heart hammering.
“Who said that?”

The forest whispered again.

“You already died.”

The memory struck him then, jagged and
overwhelming.

The sky, aflame with red.

His mother’s frantic voice screaming for
him to run.

The sirens.
The glass.
The fire.
Silence.

Wilbur's knees gave way, and he
crumpled beside the stone. He wanted
to cry, but the tears didn’t come. He was
too late for that now.

He felt something behind him and turned
slowly. A hand, warm and familiar,
brushed through his hair.

She stood there — not as flesh, but as
something else. Something as delicate
as light, eyes full of the kind of love that
survives even war.

“Mother?”

She knelt beside him, her voice gentler
than he remembered.

“| told you not to come here.”
“I'm sorry, | didn’t mean to.”
“I know, my sweet boy, | know.”

Wilbur reached for her. Their hands
almost touched.

“Will it hurt?” he asked.
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Her eyes glistened.
“Only for a moment.”

The trees bowed, or maybe they only
seemed to. The night eased, and so did
the ache in his chest.

Somewhere, in a town reduced to rubble,
a mother wept beside a shattered home.
In her lap sat a pair of scuffed shoes that
would never be worn again. In her
hands, she clutched a paper tag
stamped with a boy’s name, pulled from
the ashes.

And in the woods, a name faded
into silence.
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Almira Hafiz
CLYDE SECONDARY COLLEGE

It all started when | moved into the old
house on Cinders Road. The realtor had
practically begged me to take it. “It's a
steal,” she said, her eyes wide and
desperate, almost pleading. | didn’t ask
too many questions. | was looking for an
escape, and the house was the perfect
solution. A decaying mansion, forgotten
by time and civilization.

But I should’ve known. | should’ve known
that things that seem too good to be true
always come with a price.

The first night | stayed there, | woke up to
a faint whispering. | could barely hear it.
Just a soft murmur that crawled through
the cracks of the walls. | assumed it was
the wind, the house settling after
decades of neglect. But then, | heard it
again. “Come closer.”

| tried to ignore it, even as the whispers
grew louder, more urgent. Every time |
stepped into the hallway, the shadows
seemed to stretch and twist, as if the
very air around me was alive.

The next day, | found a door hidden
behind a large, moth-eaten tapestry. The
wood was rotten, dark with age, and the

handle was cold, as if it hadn’t been
touched in years. Something inside me
screamed not to open it, but | was too
curious. My fingers gripped the handle,
and with a creak that echoed through the
house, | stepped into the darkness.

It was a basement, but not any
basement | had ever seen. The walls
were lined with strange symbols, drawn
hastily with what looked like blood. A
wooden chair sat in the center of the
room, and beneath it, the floor was
stained dark red, as though something
had been dragged across it. | felt a
sense of unease, as if | wasn't supposed
to be there. But | didn't leave. | couldn't.

The whispers were louder than ever,
each word growing clearer. “Find her.
Free her.” The voice sounded almost...
familiar. It was the voice of a woman,
desperate and broken. | couldn’t shake
the feeling that | had heard it before.

| turned around to leave, but the door |
had opened to the basement was no
longer there. In its place, a mirror stood,
reflecting only darkness. | reached out to
touch it, and a cold hand gripped my
wrist from the other side. | yanked it
back, heart racing. But there was no
one there. | was stuck here.
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The days blurred together. | couldn’t
sleep, couldn't think straight. | was drawn
to the mirror, to that dark place on the
other side. | started seeing things, things
that weren't there. Figures in the corner
of my eye, shadows that didn't belong.
They whispered to me, their voices
pulling me deeper into insanity.

And then, | found it. A journal, hidden
beneath the floorboards of the basement.
Its pages were filled with ramblings
about a woman named Evelyn, a woman
who had once lived in this house. She
had been locked away, a prisoner of her
own madness. The journal described
how she had begged for release, how
she had cried for help, but no one

had answered.

Until she found a way out. She had
learned to manipulate the house, to twist
its very structure, to bend time and
space. But the price had been high.
Evelyn had become something else,

a shadow, a reflection, a part of the
house itself.

Then it hit me. | wasn't alone in this
house. The whispers weren't just in my
head. Evelyn was still here, still waiting.
She had been waiting for me all along.

| turned around and the chair was gone,
replaced by a woman, pale and gaunt,

her eyes empty voids. She looked at me
with a smile that chilled me to the bone.
“You found me,” she whispered. “Now,
it's your turn.”

The last thing | remember is the
sensation of my body being pulled into
the mirror, my reflection distorting and
twisting until it no longer looked like me. |
was no longer myself. | blended into the
walls. | was part of the chaos. The
whispers would never stop. They would
never let me leave. And one day,
someone else would come, and | would
be waiting for them, just like Evelyn
waited for me.

The house on Cinders Road is always
hungry. It feeds on the lost, the broken,
the curious. And once you step inside,
you're never truly free.
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Ryan Crossley
BEACOHILLS COLLEGE
(PAKENHAM)

To my dearest friend Sherlock,

Over the past few moons since your’
parting, | have come to envy my
memories shared with you. In fact, | may
have caught the morbs in my longing for
your cheerful conversations lit by the
flickering flames lapping up your sooty
chimney. | rather fear those very flames,
however, have spread just too far and
incinerated the bridge between us and

the place | had called ‘home’ for so long.

Where it stood, is now a pile of ashes by
my feet, with a disapproving stone
column in place of your dear company
and cherished mantle. Oh, how | miss
the ashen scent of your pipe wafting
along the cobble of our precious

Baker Street.

| find myself now, in regret and
reminiscing on old times past, mourning
your wit and intellect or just plainly the

company we shared on nights like these.

And amongst the nethermost depths of
my consciousness, | gather my thoughts
on the one reassurance, that it was
justice. Yet this notion spares me the
closure | desire as | hunker down to my

desk penning you this letter in the now
dim light of your astringent absence.

Your fame and exceptional success have
led me down the path of the stray alike
Moriarty and unfortunately, | have
succumbed to all seven sins. Dismay
among my conduct has left room for the
unbearable burdens they impart on me
such as the envy | had for your
accomplishments, the lust for your
kind-hearted lady friends, the vanity |
had for my discoveries you have
claimed, my avarice toward your wealth
and wrath consuming me at my lowest,
compelling, no, commanding your
murder and causing grief to bring about
my recently gluttonous and slothful
behaviour. | can only attempt in hindsight
to apologise for my grave mistakes
though | know | deserve not your
forgiveness. For | have submitted to the
slippery slopes served by Satan’s
serpentine persuasion and fallen further
than Lucifer himself, down into the pity
and shame for my betrayal of your
well-intended soul.

Nonetheless, you deserved a reminder of
the falsification you had been plagued by
as one was not such a great sleuth as,
yet to be told was the truth. The tale of
how those victories were first my
discoveries. The fable entailing my glory
and the justice of how | earnt you those
badges adorned. And how | was the



mind behind your fabulous work. | merely
wish | had not found it necessary to
prove myself this way, however, with you
gone | need not fight for the limelight; |
need not disprove your work as | had
Moriarty do and | need not to squall with
a petty alcoholic such as yourself. Now,
you may be wondering something along
the lines of “Why now? Why murder? Why
me?” and that is quite rudimentary of you
my boon Sherlock.

You see, now that | have my own case it
is obvious that | will receive due credit for
my own work as | know what | have done
better than anyone, and | know that
Moriarty was the decoy | needed to
evade the grasp of authorities before my
timely confession. So here it finally is, |
did it. | pushed you both at Reichenbach
falls that evening. You could not possibly
fathom it could you? The pure torture and
cruelty of my existence will forever
impose on your thought-to-be genius,
and | hope that in death you will see the
flaws of man that you flaunted so
effortlessly throughout life. That you will
gain the peace which eluded you in life.
That you will earn a perspective
displaying my courage to denote for
what was mine and to validate my own
genius in what can only be seen as my
discovery, earning me your former title.

And yet, despite my actions, | love you
Sherlock as true as The Gospel and as
thoroughly as the moon clings to earth.
Your story reserves a special place in
my heart, not as the infamous detective
that many know you by, but as a lesson
of how friendship can twist into a stifling
competition. Grappling for attention and
material wealth as is the reality of
human nature.

As now | rest at ease in my shackles as
you do in necrosol. | bid you a final
farewell good friend.

Yours truly, in sorrow and remorse,

Dr. John H. Watson — The Greatest
Detective to have Lived
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Amna Bilal
NOSSAL HIGH SCHOOL

The sky parallels a newspaper,
consumed by smoke and ash, making it
more of a task than a natural instinct to
breathe. | clutch my brother Karim close
to me, wrapped in a frayed, once-white
blanket. Despite the heat, he has been
growing colder these past few days.

My stomach rumbles, the sound echoing
up my spine. In this moment, all that
matters is food, and Karim.

| stumble through piles of rubble,
reminiscing on the once-towering
buildings that shaped this city. Now it is
dry, barren, lifeless. Yet in the distance,
| can faintly hear the trickle of water,
resembling the streams and rivers near
my once home. Ash settles over
everything like snowfall. The streets are
broken veins of a dying body, the
buildings, those still standing, hollowed-
out skeletons of what was once familiar.
Silence hangs thick, interrupted only by
distant echoes of gunfire or the shifting of
something unseen. The world is still, but
not in peace. Desperate for food, | flip
blocks of stone and shattered glass,
naively praying that one might hide a
two-person meal.
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Through the hardships of war, Karim has
been a comfort, always silent, always
asleep, never asking me for food or
water. My heart throbs with guilt as |
realise, | am failing my duty as his

older sister.

I remind myself that life is essentially a
chessboard. Every step is a move. Every
decision, a sacrifice. | hear my father’s
voice: “Just focus on moving forward,”
he would say whenever | overthought.
“Isolate my king. Bring forward your
pawn.” But my pawns have gone, buried
under rubble, or gone underground. Yet
as long as my king is still standing, so
must I.

Suddenly, | see a young soldier, barely
out of his teenage years, his face already
plagued by the horrors of war, his youth
diminished. Though his clothes are much
too big for him, they seem expensive,
matching the bag strapped to his chest.
We make eye contact. | tense but don'’t
run. He calls out, inching closer, “What
do you want?” Desperate, and perhaps
out of habit, | remain silent, pointing to
his bag, where | can see a brown paper
bag labelled bread.

“You play chess?” he asks, his voice
pitchy, as if he is the one who should
be afraid.



I nod, clutching Karim tighter. My grip
hardens, he feels heavier now, pressing
against my ribs. The question shouldn'’t
insult me, but it does. How insulting it is
to be asked if you play chess when, at
one point, it was your whole life.

He pulls out a piece of paper adorned
with poorly drawn squares, awkwardly
juxtaposed with his expensive bag and
uniform. Then he lays out trinkets: small,
identical stones for pawns, larger ones
for knights and queens and two bottle
caps, ironically labelled with the

word King.

We begin to play. He’'s good, but | am
better. | recognise several of his moves:
well-timed, thoughtful. Slowly, | take out
his pawn, then his knight, then his queen.
And eventually “Checkmate.” For the first
time, | speak.

He tosses me the bread and smiles.
“You earned it.”

| walk toward an abandoned shop, vines
overwhelming its faded name. | sit down,
pulling Karim out from his blanket,
tearing off a piece of bread and pressing
it to his mouth. “Eat,” | say. But his mouth
doesn’t move, the bread crumbles in my
hands, dry and flaking apart. The sound
of the stream returns, louder now -
mocking. It swells in my ears like a
waterfall, crossing through every
memory, distorting everything, much like
reality itself.

“Eat, Karim. It's bread.”

He doesn't respond. It's okay. He must
not be hungry or still sleeping. Babies
sleep a lot, don’t they? | keep walking
through the barren land, clutching the
bread, saving some for Karim, but he
doesn’t wake. The stream of water
echoes like a waterfall now, echoing
through my every being.

Yet the world remains dry and lifeless.

And so does Karim.




Encouragement Award Winner

Sinesha Kodikara
KAMBRYA COLLEGE

“When | grow up, I'm going to marry
you,” huffed Uvindu, arms crossed.

| looked down in confusion, then
rolled my eyes at him before tempting
his silliness.

“Why?” | asked simply. Just kids playing
around, he probably didn't even

know what marriage was. Only his
response made me realise how easily,
simple, innocent things can be corrupted
by darkness.

“Cause then | can make you do
whatever | want.” He answers

The air shifted.

“Why would you think that?” | blurt out,
scrunching my face in disgust, my
stomach knotting.

“Like Thathi does. When | marry you,
| can control you.”

| stared at his face. My eyes melting on
his features trying to find some trace of
my brother. The one | was just playing
with, teasing him by holding his Nintendo
out of reach. But suddenly, there was
distance. A chasm

My father’s word slithered back into my
mind, like a shadow stretching at dusk.
His voice cold. Unshakable. | remember
his sharp words cutting through my
mother. Weighing down the air whenever
she spoke too much.

Uvindu was listening. learning.

The realisation clenched in my gut.

My smile cracked and my eyes
threatened to burst. Every day | watch as
my mother’s spirit is broken, her soul
gnawed at by the man meant to be her
saviour. Every night | hide in my room as
their voices claw, as my father's words
would make my mother bleed tears. Acid
to iron. We never speak of it, not me, not
my siblings. Not even Amma.

| looked down at my brother, We talk
about many things; this is not one of
them. In my head, | want to scream ‘No.
That is not how it is supposed to be.” Our
father is a cruel man, our mother prays
for her death. But | couldn’t say it aloud.
Not when he still smiles at Thathi like he
hung the moon. | share a wall with his
office. | hear them late at night playing
games, | fall asleep to the sound of
gunshots and planes crashing. They
have a bond | am envious of.

It will break me more to share my anger,
this hatred, with my baby brother...

He has something good. He loves our
father. And | cannot be the one to take
that away from him.



So instead, | sink to my knees, bringing
myself to his world, where his innocent
still reigned.

“No, that's not what marriage is,” | said
softly. “A husband and wife are partners.
They're equal.” | bit my cheek as |
finished “that’s how it's supposed to be.”
His round cheeks puffed slightly as he
looked at me. | squeezed them lightly
before he could speak. “Plus, you could
never marry me. Brothers and sisters
can’t marry silly.” | force a laugh, and he
continues it on for me.

That night at dinner, | sat across from my
father, my food untouched. My mother’s
voice murmured, urging me to eat.
Finally, my father’s voice broke through,

“What's wrong with you. Eat.”

I lifted my face, tensing my eyes as | met
his. | did not speak, | got up...leaving to
my room. The anger coursing through
me was raw hurt. Days passed and |
refused to speak to him. He would drop
me off at school and say, “I love you,”

I only picked up my bag and left. After
school he would ask how my day was.

| only escaped to my room. | was so
angry at him. He did not deserve my
words. | hated him now not only for
hurting my mother, but now also for
corrupting my brother.

One night, scrolling on my phone,
Uvindu tugged at my sleeve.

“Why don't you talk to Thathi?” he asked.

“Because words are wasted when no
one listens,” | snapped, brushing him off.

That night at dinner, Amma tried to share
her day, as usual. Her voice was soft,

hopeful. Dad didn't look up from his
phone. He didn’t say a word.

| didn’t speak either, | had made a habit
of not doing so, but today Uvindu, also
sat quietly, frowning. When he opened
his mouth, | thought it was to my mother,
but he looked at him.

“Thathi, you should listen when
Amma talks.”

Shock rippled across the table, eyes like
saucers, mouths ajar. A slow smile broke
on Mum’s lips. And for the first time in
weeks, something in me softened too.
He knew.
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Poetry/Lyrics: Years 5 - 6 Finalists

First Place Award Winner
A Koala’s Hope

Likhitha Maria Jyothis
BRENTWOOD PARK PRIMARY SCHOOL

The igniting fire blazes across the auburn trees
Threatening to engulf me

Giving me no choice but to flee

The crunchy leaves | used to munch on
Withering away and burning to ashes

The fragrant fresh air once inhaled

Now filling with thick suffocating fumes of smoke
| clutch my eucalyptus home for dear life
Hanging on tight with all my might

The piercing screams of agony

Muffled against my fluffy beige ears

But my fake earmuffs would not supress my grief and melancholy

My terrors, my fears, all becoming reality

| yearn to gather my precious family tight

A distant wish cowering in the shadows

| want my sorrow, my mourns, to become no more, to become shallow

| want to break free from my torment, my pain

Did all my desperation to stay alive become in vain?

The bleak horizon of the ash black sky echoes a sense of fierce, frantic fear
My grip slowly loosening, dragging me into an empty void

Suddenly, warm tender hands gather me, hope filling up the void

A small spark of light shone through the gloom

| blinked once- | blinked twice, | then blinked back to life

My worries are now things of the past

No anxiety, no agony, no anguish left to feel

Had | given up hope, | would have met my doom

Had | given up hope, | would have succumbed to the fire titans
Hope, the light that prances in the darkness, forever within me




Merit Award Winner

Neriah Algam
ST CATHERINE’S PRIMARY SCHOOL BERWICK

| cannot bear to keep up,

My callous bills are dared to squeeze me up,
For me, just to ride away,

Like circles, all the money | have to pay,
The costs of living spell surges,

As my screaming wallet urges,

To keep my poor family alive,

| have to battle to survive,

Not to waste money,

| omit yurnmy food like honey,

Sometimes my hungry kids cry,

That | cannot buy,

| shed a million tears,

With no money for the years,

| clench myself to seek odd jobs,

To reverse my pang into sweet bitter sobs,
The blurred ambiguity kills me softly,

And my aching heart sinks slowly.

The breadwinner’s sleepless weep

Should be a promising plea for a brighter sleep




Encouragement Award Winner

Twirl, Flip and Fly

Anahita Billimoria
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ST MARGARET’S BERWICK GRAMMAR

Grey-blue forms appear beneath
the blue.

Slender beaks point upward toward

the watery light.

Flippers are at attention, like a
disciplined knight.

Muscular flukes prepare to propel
with all their might.

They are ready to twirl, flip and fly.

They are ready to experience life
above the ocean.

One,
Two,
Three!

Up they shoot like a cannon,
shrouded within a whirlpool of
bubbles.

The pod breaks the surface...
Beaks poke out to the world.

Beads of water spray up like
fireworks as the spinner
dolphins appear.

Spiralling themselves into the air, their
skin glistens in the warming sun.

They are elated.
They are ecstatic.

They have the freedom to experience
life above the ocean.

Frolicking and frisking, without the
slightest concern.

Spinning and twisting, making
water churn.

The pod wrenches out of the ocean’s
reach for one more fleeting moment.

Twirling like a ballerina.
Flipping like an acrobat.
Flying like a bird.

With one last longing look out to
the horizon...

They plunge back into the blue.

A\ e
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Poetry/Lyrics: Years 7 - 9 Finalists

First Place Award Winner
Searching for Peace

Aseni Gnanadasa
ST MARGARETS BERWICK GRAMMAR

Once, it was simpler. RUN

The sky was not a graveyard for smoke. Run because the ground isn'’t

The wind did not carry the sounds of yours anymore.

things breaking. Run because the past has teeth,
Children ran, and the future has fists,

not to escape, but because childhood and the present,

was meant to be free, fast, is nothing but the sound of your

reckless in it's joy. heartbeat screaming,

drowning

Then, begging.

the sky coughed black What does it mean to lose something,

?
the air thickened into something you were never taught to hold on to

unbreathable What does it mean to be too young

and silence became the loudest to have ghosts crawling in your skin?
thing in the world.

Do you hear it?

Not the sirens, not the crack of
distant things

collapsing

But the way peace folds onto itself,
an abandoned birds nest,

a home with its doors torn from

its hinges.

31



Mother once said,

“Wars end, peace lingers”
But Peace,

Is a shadow too soft to grasp.

A mirage that vanishes the moment you
step forward.

A story passed down in hushed voices

from people who remember how it
once felt

but no longer know its name.

And still the children run.

Feet kissing wildflowers,

that will not bloom again next spring
Hands reaching for something unseen
as if there were a thing to catch

as if they could outpace the fire
behind them.

They run,
as though the world is not unravelling,

as though it is not following them home




Merit Award Winner

Minahil Zaidi
KAMBRYA COLLEGE

| lay awake, the world asleep around me,

A quiet hum filling the spaces where
thoughts swirl

Like restless clouds, shifting and
pulling apart.
| wonder when | became so quiet—

When the weight of silence stopped
feeling like loneliness

And started feeling like peace.

| used to think growing up was about
Filling spaces,

Filling the emptiness with things that
made sense.

But now, | realize it’s less about answers

And more about learning to live with
the questions.

The ones that don’t need to
be answered,

The ones that just sit there, soft
Like the shadow of something once lost.

| think about the girl | used to be,

The one who wanted to prove something
to everyone.

She’s still there,

But now, she’s a stranger | only meet

In the corners of my mind.

She’s still looking for a reason to belong,

But I’'m starting to understand
that maybe

Belonging was never the point.
Maybe it was just about being—
Being here,

Being enough,

Without needing to show anyone
how much.

| don’t need to be right anymore.

| don’t need to have all the answers.
I've learned to sit with myself,

Even when the silence is loud,

Even when I'm still learning

How to love the parts of me

| haven't figured out yet.




Poetry/Lyrics: Years 7 - 9 Finalists

In the dark, | find pieces of myself

That aren'’t finished,

That don’t need to be.

And | think,

Maybe that’s the point.

Maybe it’s okay to just be in the middle of it,
To be unfinished
And still whole,
Still becoming.
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Encouragement Award Winner
Warrior Reborn

Zsofia Cabacis
CLYDE SECONDARY COLLEGE

Verse 1:

Welcome back dad, we’ve missed
you a lot

We’'re so proud of you and the battle
you've fought.

We've seen all your scars, but now you
are here standing so tall.

The road was long, but you made
it through

Every step, we're cheering for you.

A warrior reborn, you're breaking down
every wall.

Chorus:

You’re home where you belong,

A warrior reborn, yes, you are strong
With every tear, you will rise above,

Now you're here and surrounded by
our love.

Verse 2:
Though things got hard, a little bit tough
Whatever occurs, you're always enough

The darkest of nights they couldn't take
away from your light.

The darkness now fades, the light now
it gleams,

You're building your hope from
endless dreams.

God gave you the strength to find your
own way through the fight.

Chorus:

You’re home where you belong,

A warrior reborn, yes, you are strong
With every tear, you will rise above,

Now you're here and surrounded by
our love.




Poetry/Lyrics: Years 7 - 9 Finalists

Bridge:
Oh You always stood up when you
still felt weak

And you have a family that people
may seek.

You have inspired us with your love,
Your love, a gift sent from above.

Oh through every storm you held
your ground,

a beacon of hope where your strength
was found.

For in your love, we all believe
In what we can achieve!

Chorus:

You’re home where you belong,

A warrior reborn, yes, you are strong
With every tear, you will rise above,

Now you'’re here and surrounded by
our love.
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First Place Award Winner

Bobby Bhatia
NOSSAL HIGH SCHOOL

The 841 lurches forward

| sink into the seat, feeling the imprint of
strangers before me

Outside, Cranny drags itself along

Grey, smeared, unbothered by the
ghosts that inhabit it

| don’t watch
| already know what'’s there
841 keeps moving

Across from me, a couple devours
each other

Mouths fused, ravenous, clawing,
consuming, engulfing

| breathe

Is oxygen a privilege here?

Obscene itis

Desperation masquerading as intimacy
| avert my gaze

How can anyone endure such
suffocating proximity?

How can anyone crave it?

Their bodies blur

An amorphous mass of grasping limbs
Feral in their need to devour

| want to escape this moment

But

841 keeps moving

A cluster of boys in the back blares Carti
His voice serrated, distorted, hypnotic

The bassline quivers, pulsates, as if it
alone is alive.

The boys?
“Carti dropped, Carti dropped”
They nod with the reverence of disciples

As if they have unearthed
something sacred

As if this is a revelation

But they are as they were yesterday
Same

The sound is new

They are not

841 is not

And

841 keeps moving



Ray Bastin Reserve
They board - two parents, two children

Huddled together in an intimacy that is
not chosen, but necessitated

The father clasps the metal pole
Fingers wrapped so tightly

The mother presses a Myki to
the scanner -

red light.

She fumbles for another

And tries again -

red light.

She looks at the driver

The driver observes

He knows

We all do

The children stand between them
Too young to comprehend

Too old to feign ignorance

No car. No choice.

Just the bus -

A purgatorial loop of monotony
A testament to deprivation
Cranny swallows them whole
And still

841 keeps moving

A schoolgirl in the back scrolls infinitely
A lifeless glow reflected in her irises

A man in a suit stabs at his 16 Pro -

His fingers twitching, his jaw rigid

Two boys jostle each other

Their laughter - jagged

One stumbles, falls on a middle-
aged woman

No apology, no reaction
No care

They just keep moving
Just like how

841 keeps moving

| see my distorted reflection -

A spectre in the scratched glass
My own face unfamiliar -

Or perhaps too familiar

Eyes hollowed, skin washed-out

A body that folds into itself
Insignificant, blended in

| rest my forehead against the glass
Cold

| see the other 841 outside, moving
toward Narrie North

| guess
841 keeps moving




Poetry/Lyrics: Years 10 - 12 Finalists

Sierra Boulevard

Someone stumbles on, muttering
profanities at the rain

Someone else slams the stop button, as
if it could force an ending

The ending being the next stop
And the next stop never comes
And maybe that’s the reason:
The couple keeps entangling
The man keeps typing

The girl keeps scrolling

The family keeps lamenting
The driver keeps driving

841 keeps moving

| liked the rain right now

But | did not like -

The way people avert their eyes.
The way no one taps on.

The way we sit -

Waiting, pretending, enduring.
| check my Myki online

43 cents left

| forgottap on

Everyone does

| walk off staring at the driver’s
indifferent glance -

Silent

He would say something

There was care

But there wasn't at the same time

| leave and see

The bus stopping at Courtenay Avenue
And see it take off

And see how

841 keeps moving

And so do we



Merit Award Winner
Bruises and Belief

Sinesha Kodikara
KAMBRYA COLLEGE

Lived many nights | almost gave up
and mornings | got up anyway,
eyes swollen, dreams fraying,

but still mine.

Always mine.

I've walked through silence so loud

it cracked like thunder in my chest,
stood in rooms that wanted me small,
and whispered, “No.”

Even if no one heard it

| did.

And that was enough.

I've prayed for my breath to be captured,

on those days | built kingdoms

in the quiet corners of my mind,
palaces stitched from longing,
freedom carved in velvet and lace.
Outside everything was breaking,
inside, | was still building.

| am not the girl who always wins.

| am the girl who stays.

Who dares to keep breathing

in the middle of the fall.

Who holds her own hand

and says, “It's okay. We begin again.”

| do not glow because life is easy.

| glow because | keep choosing light
again and again,

with scraped knees

and tear-streaked cheeks,

in a world that tries to put out

every soft thing that shines.

| am not here to be perfect.
I am here to be real.

To burn with purpose,

to bleed with grace,

to cry like a storm and rise like the sun.
| am made of bruises,
and | am made of belief.




Encouragement Award Winner

Thiseni Senanayake
Nossal High School

I am hungry. Starving.

For something so far out of my reach
I tremble with the knowledge that one day

we will be burdened with a future

we had no hand in creating

The glow of a thousand stars is dim in comparison,
To the light that burns and blisters for our anger
Deep dread seeps into my bones as | sleep
And wades through my blood as | wake
Doom beckons with
Its cruel hand,
Adorned with rings
Of false promises and
damaging aspirations

Change, childish and idealistic, is what | yearn for
My future of gossamer dreams
the hidden spark | have
Been tending within me for oh SO

long.



Eyes alight with
Golden hues
And
...something more
Wishing it grows large enough
To warrm burn me from the inside out.

Praying I will soon feel
The power of its glowing presence
In the palm of my own,

Dirtied hand.
Sand shifting through aging fingers
Time, a cruel master of fate

Resentment and rage
Brighter than any blaze.

| know. Someday,
My promise will come true
A promise | have kept for so long

Etched behind my eyelids

Carved into my tongue

Burned into my thoughts

And stained on my hands
As children we are reminded of our own mortality
They forget

Our hope is

Eternal.
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