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Welcome to a world where imagination knows no bounds! We invite you to embark on a literary journey
guided by the voices of the winners in the 14" Bulgarian Creative Writing Competition. The talented
young authors had one hour to share their hearts and minds choosing one of three thought-provoking
prompts. Among the pages of this collection, you will encounter the photographs submitted by students
in the concurrent photo contest. They offer a different perspective into the creative universes of our
participants. Open your mind and enjoy the ride!



The elephant who upset a snowman

1*t place, 6th grade, Ida Atanasova, National High School of Humanities and Arts Konstantin
Preslavski, Varna

It was a bright sunny summer day and a dark cold winter day at the same time on opposite sides of the
earth. At the sunny side it was a hot dessert where an elephant lives. On the cold side a big mountain of
snow all around and snowmen as the land’s people. These two sides of the earth were separated by a
single line that no one from their designated biome should cross. No one even dared since they didn’t
know what awaited them on the other side, well that was until the elephant from the summery dessert
named Nellie was bored out of her mind. All an elephant could do was eat, sleep, drink and run. A pretty
boring life if | do say so myself. As usual she went to eat dinner with her parents, deciding that maybe her
dreams would be more interesting this time, but just as she was going to bed Nellie heard them talking.

-What if the snowmen actually invade our land?-The mother said in a clearly worried tone.

-Don’t worry dear! | am sure that everything will be alright!-The father lied to calm his wife down, even
though he was three shades whither than usual.

-I’'m not sure, but | won’t argue with you. —The mother sighed and put the dishes away before both of the
parents going to bed.

“Snowmen? Invade? What did they mean?” Nellie thought as she lays in bed overthinking every single
thing her parents said.

After a bit she was split with two options for action:

A-Think about it in the morning and be just as useless as her parents or B-Go to the line separating the
worlds, go to the other side to beat the snowmen and rise to glory!

That was mostly impossible as she was still a child and was just average on strength but nevertheless chose
the clearly more exciting and fun option as every main character in a story like this.

Nellie packed her belongings and sneaked out the window grabbing a map, flashlight and sketchbook to
draw if she got too bored. She headed to the line, focusing on the map as if it were a modern-day phone.
After hours of walking and a few stops she finally reached the line. It was entirely different from what she
imagined. It looked like it was just drawn on the grass with paint. So, Nellie just simply passed it and was
immediately shown winds more cold and powerful as ever, snow everywhere and not a sign of a living
snowman. She was freezing was the least you could say, but the elephant was determined to discover why
they would potentially attack her land. Nellie stepped forward but when she did, heard a voice from below.

-Hey! Watch it! Don’t just go stepping on snow and snowmen like we are the same thing!-It was just a
snowman lying on the ground actually, when Nellie looked closer, she discovered that all the hills and
mountains were infested with laying snowmen in between the snow.

She had just angered one of them! And now all of them were glaring and shouting at her. So loud! So cold!
So, mean! The cold side was off-limits for a reason!



She was chased back to the hot side by a hoard of snowmen charging at her full speed. As soon as the
elephant got back on the hot side the mad icemen entered her land too but surprisingly started to melt as
soon as their feet touched the grass. In a matter of seconds, they were all gone! Leaving only a big giant
puddle of cold water on the ground. Nellie had accidentally defeated all the snowmen alone!

“Wow! That will make a great story someday!” She thought and years later wrote this story in a warm
room on a desk with glasses on. Actually, | am Nellie!

Photo by Amy Inova,
95th High School Prof. lvan Shishmanov, Sofia



The elephant who upset the snowman

2" place, 6th grade, Anya Fatima Ali, LGS DEFENSE, Lahore

“AAAHHH” shouted a tiny screeching voice. “Who said that?” inquired a confused enormous brown fluffy
wooly mammoth. “Down here!” replied the little voice. Puzzled, the wooly mammoth looked left and right,
up and down when finally, he saw a large snowball, as big as three watermelons with brown eyes and a
dirty carrot sticking out of it sprawled all over the ground. Next to its head was a red woolen hat with a
fuzzy pompom on top. A bigger snowball which had slightly melted from the top, which was the
snowman’s body, had two branches sticking out on the sides with a blue scarf with orange stripes wrapped
around it.

This story takes place in the ice age where the sun was peering from the clouds and the frozen lakes had
started to melt. A wooly mammoth had gone to the stream to get some water for his children when he
heard a peculiar voice. It was a snowman that he accidentally had squashed by stepping on it with his big
stomping feet.

“I' am deeply sorry “ said the wooly mammoth, “as | did not see you down there”. He rushed to leave after
saying this but was rudely stopped by the remains of the snowman.” Oi, get back here and put me back
together!” shouted the snowman’s head. “I'm sorry but | don’t have hands, you can fix yourself, can’t you?
You have your stick hands” replied the wooly mammoth with a stern look on his face. The snowman
snarled and shook his head “these aren’t actual hands, there just sticks! You destroyed me so now you
better fix me!”. The wooly mammoth was annoyed and he blew his trumpet so hard that some of the
icicles from the cliff shattered into bits by smashing onto the frozen part of the lake. The wooly mammoth
was annoyed and pissed, he just came to the stream to get some water for his parched kids who had just
woken up from hibernating during the long winter. And now he had to deal with a half-melted snowman
with an attitude, and extremely poor social skills and on the first meeting it was demanding to be touched
in order to be put together!

“Spring is almost here, you would not have survived anyway.” Explained the mammoth politely. “I really
must leave now, my children are waiting. The sabretooth tiger has already had his fill at the stream and the
elk and oxen are on their way! If | delay any further, | might not even have any water to take for my
children.” Replied the wooly mammoth with a lot of annoyance. The snowman was testing his patience.
The wooly mammoth was of a gentleman character as throughout the migration he had helped many
animals such as squirrels, sloths and many different birds by giving them a ride on his back. He also helped
construct a dam upstream to help the iceman secure some water. But this situation was out of his ‘hands’,
literally. He had never lost his temper before and it seemed like today was that day.

The elks and oxen had started drinking from the stream and the snowman was melting with every passing
minute. The banter with the snowman wasted a lot of time of the wooly mammoth. Before he knew it the
melted water was consumed by all the elks and oxen. Now the wooly mammoth had to wait for another
day of sunshine for the ice to melt. Like a bolt of thunder and an epiphany hit his mind. The two eyes and
carrot nose were in a big pool of water.

“Are you going to be staring at me for the rest of your life or are you going to help fix me?” taunted the
melted snowman.



“Sure, | am on it!” with a big grin on his face the wooly mammoth sucked up the puddle of snowman
water up his enormous trunk and put an end to the snowman’s misery and his also. That spring the
mammoth spent laughing off telling the story the melting snowman who became the mammoth'’s slushy

to his children and his friends.




PIRATES AND NINJAS AND BEARS, OH MY!

3" place, 6th grade, Victor Nalbantov, Uwekind International School, Sofia

Once upon a time there was a fleet of pirates that explored the world to find sacred treasures and live
their life the fullest with unlimited freedom. One day they came across a land filled with cherry blossoms
and unique creatures they had never seen before. They decided to leave their ships on shore and explore.
They traveled for days and nights, until they found a beautiful village in the middle of a cherry blossom
forest.

There were villagers wearing clothing that was unique with colorful paintings of flowers on it. While the
pirates didn’t want to harm them, the inhabitants got scared and called for help in an unknown language.
The intruders tried to tell the villagers that they weren’t going to harm them, but after a bit the pirates
realized they don’t speak the same language. Then from the air came a squad of men dressed in black with
throwable objects that looked like stars and strange swords or at least looked like ones.

The uninvited intruders were frightened as they were surrounded and dropped their weapons, put their
hands up and tried to explain to the people with black hoods that cover their face they meant no harm.
The protectors were skeptical at first, but decided to take them to the village chief. Both parties couldn’t
understand each other so the head of the village decided to take some paper and give it to them. The
pirates tried to draw a peaceful sign and explain that they meant no harm. Then they gave the paper and
chalk to the so-called ninjas and they started drawing. A drawing conversation took place, but at last they
decided to try each other's language. After a bit both parties could speak the language of the other.

The Pirates asked the ninjas if they wanted to join in finding treasure and after a bit of thinking the ninjas
decided to agree. They said goodbye to all the villagers and set sail into the horizon. While the giant fleet
was on their journey, they could learn their languages better and were able to communicate with each
other more easily.

After what seemed like eternity to them, they came across land. It was much different than the ninjas’
land which they called Japan. The new land was filled with forests and harsh temperatures. It felt like
Winter, but it was only Summer. They decided to explore and while it was incredibly difficult, they
managed to find a deep cave. It was filled with valuable resources ranging from zinc and copper to silver
and gold. The pirates and ninjas started digging with pickaxes and after a few days robbed the cave
entirely. But when they got out tragedy struck the people that should have been waiting for them were
nowhere to be found. The only thing left was the red snow. The fleet panicked and decided to grab
everything they could and escape, but just then in front of them came a pack of bears. The enemy was
ginormous and everyone that stood in front of them was scared and frightened. The giants attacked and all
hell broke loose. The humans were scrambling for weapons to defend themselves while the bears were
charging at them. It was a bloody battle with no victors, only losers and both sides suffered severe
casualties, but the humans came out on top. Unfortunately, over 5 pirates and 7 bears were killed. The
remaining injured pirates rushed to their ships just to find them destroyed. It was a planned attack from
the bears and the fleet had no way out of the island. They stayed there for months and it became winter. It
was incredibly cold with 2 casualties from frostbites. It was a devastating time for the survivors. They had
no food and no way out of the island. The remaining people were depressed knowing there was no way



out and that they would all die one by one. But one man stood up and gave them a speech. It was the
captain of the crew and he told them that they would be the ones attacking the bears. He said the prey
will hunt the predators and come out on top. The survivors took their swords and went to the same cave
the fight took place in. They put a part of one of the dead pirate’s leg for bait and when the bears came
they attacked. It was an ambush. The bears didn’t know what to do and they perished. They pirates used
the meat of their prey and survived the winter. In spring it was not nearly as bad and they were able to
build a raft with the wood on the island.

They set sail not knowing what will happen next and a new journey awaits them.

Photo by students from
Dimitar Blagoev Primary School, Veliko Tarnovo



The Elephant Who Upset a Snowman
Special Mention Award, 6th grade, Kristina Velichkova, High School Otets Paisiy, Samokov

| bet you’ve never heard of a story about an elephant who befriended a snowman, and then upset
him quite so much that he lost that snowman as a friend... well they made up after, but we’ll get to that
later.

It all starts in Africa where, that’s where our elephant was born, and he lived quite a happy life
may | add. He had all the food in the world, a happy herd of elephants who loved him, but it all went
crashing down one day when their local watering-hole dried up! This incident cause havoc, and all the
elephants started to panic because this watering-hole was their only source of water. Our elephant, who
I'll call Andy, didn’t understand why everyone was so scared because he was still a kid at the time, but who
better to go to that his mother to ask questions. So, he decides to go see his mother who was with his
father searching for a new watering-hole. He looked, and he looked, where had his parents gone? That’s
when he decided to go to the outskirts of their herd to look for them, Andy who of what could happen to
him if he left the herd because his mother had told hill all about them. The hunters, ruthless beings who
would capture any animal they could get their hands on! But foolish little Andy didn’t listen to his mother,
so he left the herd to search for his parents. A few hours had passed and he still hadn’t found his parents,
that when he spotted them. Four hunters, with guns strapped to their backs, searching around for a puny
animal to take. In that moment, his whole life changed. The hunters had spotted him and chased him for a
while, and when they finally realized that Andy was just a lonely child probably searching for his parents,
instead of killing him, they tranquilized him, and packed him in a crate to be shipped to Europe.

When Andy woke up, he was so scared and cold, he had never been in such weather before.
Where he lived, it was warm and sunny all day, but now he was in a metal crate with a little hunter staring
at him. All poor Andy could think about was how he got here and where his parents were, but what he
didn’t know is that he was now in Norway, in the living room of a very rich family called the Moores, and
recently Barry Moore, an 8-year-old boy had asked his parents for an elephant for Christmas, and as usual
he got what he wanted. No matter how you might imagine him, Barry was actually a really sweet little boy
who just wanted a play mate. As soon as Andy finally calmed down, right in front of him was a gleaming
smile from ear to ear, that belonged to Barry! Barry introduced himself and for some reason Andy didn’t
feel scared anymore. In this situation was just 2 little lonely boys, who within weeks became best friends.
They were the closest you could ever see a boy and an elephant be. A few years later, Barry has recently
turned 9 years old, and it was Christmas again, still as close as ever with Andy, they were going on their
morning walk when suddenly Andy stops, even though he had already been living with the so long he had
never seen this little white looking girl who turned out to be a snowman. He had been looking at the
snowman for so long that he hadn’t even realized Barry calling his name over and over again. Then he
snapped out of it, and walked towards the snowman. Barry noticed his curiosity and told him that it was a
snowman. A snowman? He had never heard that word before! All of the sudden the snowman jumped!
Andy looked shocked and so happy to that she moved that he also started to jump. He asked the girl what
she was doing in the snow and she replied that she had been feeling too hot that day so she jumped in! He
was talking to her when Barry suddenly started walking again and he followed, but before the girl was
completely far away, he told her that it was really nice meeting her and that he hopes to see her again. She
didn’t reply and Andy thought that was really weird but he just shrugged it off. That night, when Andy



went to bed in his luxurious bed, set in Barry’s huge room, he couldn’t help wondering why the girl didn’t
reply. That night he went to sleep and had a dream about that same girl but this time it was different. He
tried to talk to the girl but she wasn’t replying before he could say something else, he woke up.

That day they didn’t go on their walk because Barry had caught a cold and couldn’t leave bed. For
a whole week he stayed with Barry until he got better. When they finally went on their walk again, he saw
the girl and she told him she was angry at him for not coming sooner.

He tried to explain that Barry got sick and couldn’t leave bed but she wasn’t listening. After what seemed
like an eternity, she finally forgave him and gave him a big hug, once again he went home, went on with his
day and later that night he wants to sleep. The next day they went back, but the girl wasn’t there. Barry
saw the distress in his eyes when Andy didn’t see the snowman at her usual spot and told him that she
never talked to him, and that it was all a figment of his imagination. That night the girl came to him in his
dream with his parents, he started crying and hugged them. The next day when he woke up, he was happy
that he saw his parents and the girl one last time.
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Strangers have the best candy

1*t place, 7th grade, Yana Marinova, 31st High school of Foreign Languages and Mathematics,
Sofia

“Nonsense!” screamed the priest as he stood up, his chair hitting the ground. “This is utter nonsense! How
dare you disrespect the Holy Spirit like that? Bribing me to do sins?”

The wife and husband stood on the other side of the table, holding hands. They had asked the priest to
take their child and teach it to be a ‘proper soul’, offering money for it.

“But father, please. It is our last hope. Nothing can stop this devilish child! It is the Satan reincarnated!”
pleaded the mother. The father stood silent, pain in his eyes. They didn’t want to do this, but they didn’t
have another option. They tried everything.

“It isn’t as bad as it sounds, | promise. Think of it as a teaching camp.” Argued the hopeless mother.
“l am not a teacher”

“Teach him to be God’s child.” Said the father after a long moment. At that the priest couldn’t refuse.
Everyone deserves to be God'’s child, even if they had to be pushed, not guided, but pushed in the right
path.

“Okay. I'll do it.” Sighed the holy man and bent over to pick up his fallen chair.

“So, here’s the plan..”

“This is sinful, | can’t believe God, I’'m doing it.” Complained the priest to the woman.
“You're doing it for the greater good.” Said the mother and handed him a paper package.
“I'truly hope so.”

He got in the car and closed the driver’s seat. He needed the money, not for him, but for his sick daughter.
Even though she wasn’t biologically his, he took her as a baby and has seen her as nothing else but a
daughter.

He put his seatbelt on. She was sick since years, but lately it has gotten worse and he didn’t know what to
do. He had prayed for her every morning, every meal and every night. She went into the hospital two
months ago and the doctors said she needed surgery, a very expensive one.

He started the engine and drove down the street. He traveled down the sunny road for a few minutes
before he saw the woman’s son. She had pleaded the priest to take her child into the church for some
time, to teach him the way of the holy life.

The man stopped the car next to the boy, which was walking down the street, and rolled down the
window.
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“Hi there. Mind if you hop in?” said the man in his most friendly voice.

“Uhh... I don’t really want to get kidnapped right now. | have a biology test tomorrow.” Joked the boy, as he
put his hands in his pockets.

“I'm not a kidnapper.” Defended the priest.

“And I’'m not about to get kidnapped.” Continued the boy, but fastened his walk.

“Just get in the car” The priest started to get angry. This wasn’t his job. Why did he have to do this.
At that moment the boy’s phone rang and he picked up.

“What?” Some chatter was heard from the other line, but the priest couldn’t make out the words, “You
really want me to get kidnapped, huh?” some more chatter and then the boy hung up and angrily opened
the car door, throwing his school bag in the back seat, before getting in the passenger’s.

“What changed your mind?” Asked the priest, amusement glittering in his eyes.

“My stupid mom said this was some kind of a freak camp. Really kind of her.” Frustration was dripping
from the teenager’s voice. “So where are we going? Gonna be a wild trip, mh?”

IIYep'II

“So why are you kidnapping me?”

“I' am not kidnapping you. Let’s say this is more of a.... transaction.” Offered the man. “l teach you a lesson
and you go home a good person, okay?”

“What lesson? Not to take candy from strangers? | think I'm a bit late for that.”

“You know... Strangers have the best candy.”

“Where are you driving anyway?”

The priest was driving to the church, but he had to make a quick stop before that.

“The hospital”

“Why?”

“My daughter is there.” Said the priest, his eyes full of sadness. At that the boy got quiet.

It wasn’t a long drive and when they got there the priest took a bag from the back seat and motioned for
the boy to get out of the car.

When they walked in, the man speed-walked to the reception and from there to a room on the third floor.
The boy questioned whether to stay here, but decided against it.

They entered the room together. There was a little girl, maybe about five years, on a hospital bed, holding
a teddy bear.

“You’re late.” She whined.

12



“I' brought you your favorite.” He pulled out a plastic box of what the boy assumed, held food. The girl
exclaimed happily and took it from her father’s hands.

“Thank you.” She smiled. “Who is that?” She pointed at the boy and he almost took a step back.
“Oh, this is a very kind gentleman. He volunteers at the church and came to say ‘hi’”

“Hello!” the girl greeted and the boy greeted her back.

A nurse entered the room. “Oh, hil We were just about to call you. She needs to go to a procedure, but we
don’t have her blood type and she needs a donor.”

“What is her blood type?” Asked the boy.
“B positive.” Answered the nurse.

“I'm B positive. Can | donate?”

“Of course.”

The boy followed the nurse out of the room and the priest went to the car to wait. He thought a lot about
what the boy did for his little girl.

When the boy walked out, he didn’t say a thing, just went to the car, the priest started the engine and
drove away.

“Why are we going back? Am | not going to a camp?” asked the boy.

“God thinks you are a good person.”

Photo by Yavor Mihailov,
95th High School Prof. lvan Shishmanov, Sofia
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The girl who found the key

2" place, 7™ grade, Valeria Kodzhaivanova, Secondary school Pencho Slaveikov, Burgas

There once was a curious girl

Who wanted to escape to another word

Away from her parents, her problems, her school
Who were ever so ignorant and cruel

So the gloomy night when she found a shiny metal key
She was thrilled, and excited to flee

The key led her to a mysterious looking door

One she had never seen before in her home

Her heart went pacing as the keyhole spun around

And suddenly the wood turned into a whole new world
A bright colour palette revealed itself before her

With a sky as blue as she had seen in her dreams

And air that smelled as delicious as sweets

Upon the beautiful picture

She entered her own home

But something in the atmosphere was utterly different:
Her parents were nice, greeting her with toothy smiles
For the very first time happy to see her eyes

Her dad was no longer glued to his computer

Her mom didn’t painfully ignore her

She was suspicious but overtaken by excitement

‘I will stay here forever!” she said to herself,

But was she in for some crushing enlightenment...

All was going well for her

She was well known among her classmates

And every day she went home to home cooked meals
Though behind her happiness

She supressed her intuition, her mind wrecking chills
Her mother’s smile wide, but strangely never departing
Her best friend’s words, somehow slightly appalling...

One week in, she woke up very early

with eyes wide she was looking out her window:

The weather was no longer warm, but rather dark and gloomy
‘am | still asleep?’ ‘that’s just another scary story...

She tried and tried to convince her frightened self

That she was getting in her own head

14



But of course, her curious nature

Couldn’t let her miss this adventure

So she got out of her cosy bed

And through her bedroom door, she sneakily went ahead
Her ever long dream turned into a nightmare

As she saw before her eyes

Her new word turned into a construction site

With sprays to give it all a sweet breeze

And wallpapers to give colour to this horrifying maze

With shock she took her key and ran

To the door as fast as she can

Her hand shaking as she twisted the keyhole

She pushed the handle, away from this dream evermore
She fell on the floorboards of her grey house

And lay there, alone with trembling teeth

As she tried to comprehend her victory

The nightmare mother dragged her back in by her feet...

15



The girl who found the key

3" place, 7t" grade, Maria Dimitrova, Secondary School Paisiy Hilendarski, Plovdiv

The girl who found the key. A true disaster. We will never forget that day... The day she found the key and
escaped.

The day we had trapped her, we never knew it was going to be our biggest mistake. She looked like any
other normal kid. There was only one difference. Her aura, the way she carried herself.

Usually, the little boys and girls we kidnapped for the ritual would have screamed and cried, begging for
us to set them free. But this particular girl never showed any signs of fear. She kept her head high,
confidently made eye contact and walked in as if she owned the place.

| still remember her sweet little gaze shifting into one that made a shiver run down my spine. | had never
seen a stare so full of hatred. Looking back at it now, it was probably a warning. A warning about the future
to come if I didn’t free her. But... | didn’t listen. Instead, | harshly pushed her into the centre of the maze.
Just as my finger was reaching out to press the button that closes the entrance, she spoke.

- “Two days.”- | tilted my head as a feeling of confusion came upon me. Two days? What did she mean by
that? The last thing | saw was her lips curling up into a devilish smirk as the doors closed. |, again didn’t
think much of this warning. A foolish move. | contemplated telling my co-workers but didn’t want to be
made fun of for being afraid of a 10-year-old girl, who was holding a plush teddy bear.

| stood up all night, thinking about her words, the glare and that smirk. | wondered if it was just because
she was a child and wanted to play around or if she was actually trying to tell me something. The latter
seemed illogical, she was a little girl. But there was this heavy feeling in my chest, almost trying yet again,
to warn me. But |, of course, didn’t listen.

My confusion didn’t last long. Exactly two days later, the exact time | had pushed her into the maze. She
escaped. | suddenly saw large flames all over the building and quickly acted by our fire escape plan.

Just as we were evacuating, there she was, calmly walking as if the fire didn’t affect her. She was carrying
the teddy in one hand and a rusty old key in the other. And that key was the one that was lost within the
maze of many rooms.

| couldn’t believe my eyes. | stood there, frozen in place as she slowly made her way towards me. The
maze was a complicated series of rooms and there was only one that led to the outside, not to mention
that no one had seen the key in over 90 years. So how did a little girl escape?

Before | could even gather and process my thoughts, she was standing in front of me. | looked down at
the girl as my lips parted, getting ready to speak. She noticed that | was going to talk and quickly cut me
off.

- “Told you.” - Her little hand stretched out and threw the key into the fire. My gaze followed the key and
then focused on her. She smiled at me and started walking closer, slowly making her way past me. | then
felt a sudden pain in my chest. | felt as if | was burning from the inside out. My vision suddenly blurred as
the strength in my legs gave out. | fell to the floor, desperately holding a hand to my heart, hoping to make
the pain stop.

The last thing | heard was a sweet giggle as my consciousness slowly faded away... | should’ve listened to
the warnings... That girl... Angela, was it?

16



The forgotten book of spells

1*t place, 8th grade, Emy Georgieva, English Language High school Geo Milev, Burgas

Diary entry No 1

Centuries have passed since the last tree on Earth dug its roots deep into the now tarnished, toxic soil
below. Humanity has killed off all life on earth, only disgusting crawling critters live amongst them. Grey
smog covers the dull, concrete buildings afar, black tar staining the pale, deserted roads of the city. | stand
on the top of an old as they called it back then- “skyscraper”. Its once clear, blue windows either broken,
covered in grime and or missing entirely. Most other structures lived through the same fate and stay lost in
time forever. Though, that is of least importance — | am yet to explore what’s down below! I've heard many
things about the ground, the ancient people walked along these paths called “streets” on a regular basis.
They lived in houses very close to the ground and rarely ever flew or travelled through the air. | can’t
imagine a life like that —all my life | have travelled from roof to roof via zipline or catwalks and many others
like me too! That’s why | will pack my best equipment so | can safely visit what’s down below. Though, my
trip will be a hard one, as one slip or screw-up will prove to be fatal, all | can do is to hope | don’t get
impaled by a pointy street lamp. Wow, that was actually fun to write, I'm glad my friend recommended me
to start a diary!

End

With that, Orion closed his notebook, opening his backpack and putting his notes and pen inside a secret
compartment, zipping it for safe measure. He readjusted his gas mask, tied his boots and jumped down,
barely landing on a thick metal pipe. The young lad stretched his arms out, balancing on it until he reached
a balcony of some sort, jumping over the safety railing now with a stable platform under his feet. Orion
looked down beneath, mapping out a route to descend in his head. The boy climbed onto the old AC fan a
little above the balcony he was standing in, holding onto a rust-covered pipe and sliding down it. His poorly
plan worked, as the pipe only collapsed after he had used it. From there he was standing on a generator,
slowly crawling down as to not fall. Unfortunately for Orion, he slipped, causing him to fall to his demise.
Or so he thought, he was perfectly aligned with a giant trash bin, falling head-first into a mountain of
smelly garbage. As much as he hated the taste of rotten banana peels in his mouth, the boy was glad that
he fell in here rather than the payment. He sighed in relief:

“Whew, that was a close one!” — He exclaimed, getting out of the garbage and dusting on his knees. He
was in a dark alleyway. A couple thousand cigarette buds could be found carelessly thrown on the ground,
among more useless junk. He saw pieces of food scraps, bones mainly, but the thing that caught his
attention the most was a poster for a now closed restaurant — “Auntie’s soul food”. Orion looked at the
poster curiously, he had never seen such a thing before! He hurriedly ran out to the main street to
investigate and what he saw shook him to his core! He saw... Green. He saw nature! He saw trees, bushes,
grass, dandelions for the first time outside of textbooks! He wept from joy, but got even more excited
when he saw a run-down restaurant across the streets that looked oddly familiar. He read what was left of
the name:
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III

“Something, something,-ulfood..Wait, soul food!” — He sprinted towards it, opening the doors and looking
around with a big stupid grin on his face. Orion explored, finding a book on the ground. He picked it up,
taking it with him on his adventure.

Diary entry Ne2

I’'m sitting under what appears to be an oak tree. I'm in the middle of a field with lush green shining grass
with white flowers sprinkled around. My curiosity is fulfilled for now, especially since | almost died on the
way down. Though | found something interesting. It appears to be a spells book with many different spells
and potion making tips. It has the word “recipes” in big bold letters on the cover and wonder if | can learn
to become a wizard by reading it. It calls for something called...salt... Anyways, a saw a poster for a vacation
to the beach! | think Ill go there... My next stop- the sea!

Photo by Lachezar Petrov,
High school of Languages
Bertold Brecht, Pazardzhik

&N\
Photo by Darina Kiselova,
Secondary school St. Paisii

Hilendarski, Dupnitsa

Photo by Dayana Milanova,
Secondary school St. Paisii
Hilendarski, Dupnitsa
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The good, the bad and the ugly

2" place, 8th grade, Milan Stankov, Profile High school Peyo Yavorov, Petrich

Upon the heights where legends weave,
Olympus rises, the gods perceive
majestic peaks in snow-white clad —

a realm of tales, where myths are bred.

Mountains stand with stoic might,

their peaks basking in the morning’s light.
Rivers sing their watery songs

and forests echo — ding-ding-dong!

Flowery scents float in the breeze,

joyful bluebells nod with silent ease.
Cherry-scented dreams enchant the way
of all the good that gods create.

Beneath the cloak of this realm of the good,
where darkness sways and the bad breaks loose
spreads the underworld — a dark-hued hall,
drowned in deafening despairful calls.

There reigns Hades with pitch-dark might —
the king of shadows, the knight of nights.
His ominous armies are hellishly mad
paving the way of the wicked and bad.

And in between Olympus and Hades’ hell

the mortals live untroubled, absorbed in earthly cares —
an apple of discord between the good and bad

unable to take a firm stand, which is sad!

Two omnipotent forces trying to gain
hold of humanity without restrain.

Each luring, pulling towards its own side.
Such ominous clash! Such devilish tide!

Two worlds fighting a life-and-death battle

to win over humans with saber and rattle,

to make men their sovereign, to make them their slaves.
Such ugly war! Such pity! And shame!



For goodness or evil, whatever they say,

should come naturally, without any pains.

And free will determines what path we should take.
It’s ugly to fight. The odds are at stake!
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The good, the bad and the ugly

3" place, 8th grade, Adelina Zlateva, French Language High school Antoine de Saint Exupéry,
Plovdiv

“Time of death: 17:23, Tuesday, twenty-fourth of November. My condolences Mr. and Mrs. James.” | heard
a faint voice from somewhere amongst the white emptiness I've been surrounded by for the past four
years. This was it. They gave up.

The voices continued talking in the light, | could just barely make out my mother’s sobs and my little
brother asking my father what death meant. | couldn’t help but feel sorry for them. Their little girl passed
away too soon. The voices got quieter, a loud hum echoed from inside the brightness.

Suddenly, | had an urge to walk towards it. | picked myself up from the cold floor and started shuffling
towards the sound. It was getting louder so | knew | was getting closer, | continued walking until it became
unbearable. My legs got tired yet the humming hadn’t stopped, | started wondering if I'd missed it. Maybe
I'd walked past it, | thought, not really knowing what “it” was. The pain in my feet was dreadful, | couldn’t
continue my journey, but | knew there was no going back, surely, I'd never find my way, there was no point.

I'd decided I'd lay down for a bit, stare up into the emptiness, maybe a bird would fly by. | hadn’t seen one
in four years. | thought maybe now that I’'m dead my world would change. Maybe if | sleep for a while, I'll
wake up in a world full of lush jungles and beautiful birds, | thought. So, I laid down, curled up in a ball and
shut my eyes tight.

*knock* *knock* *knock*

I jumped up in my sleep. Awoken by the knocking, it was the first sound I'd heard come from this place
besides the humming and the occasional cries from close relatives. | tried opening my eyes but | couldn’t,
then, a quiet voice thrummed about a meter in front of me.

“Ah, you're awake | see,” A woman. | nodded, not sure if she could see me, not sure if | remembered how
to talk. “Your death was so unfortunate young one,” She continued. “I feel ever so sorry for your parents,
but trust me, they’ll be okay. So will you, once we put you in a category your life will be everything you’ve
ever dreamed of” | could hear a smile in her voice. She had a motherly tone, almost as if | was one of her
own.

| part my lips, let out a muffled croak, surprising myself, | wasn’t sure I'd have in me to speak after all those
years.

“Wh... Where..” | tried, hearing the sweet lady moving around me only frightened me more. “Where am
I?” | finally let out, realizing it was much easier than | had feared it would be.

“You, my child, are in my library.” She replied, sounding almost pleased that I'd asked. | furrowed my
brows, questions and worries washing over me. A library? Her library?

“The test awaits you child.”

“What test?” | asked, more confidently this time, not worrying about formalities.
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“Well, there’s the good, the bad and the evil...”

The fear in my chest was starting to bubble, but before she could answer fully the surface under me
softened. The room | was in dimmed. It smelled different. It felt different.

The test had started...

| opened my eyes to find myself on a small couch in a dimly lit living room. | could make out a woman in
front of me, washing dishes in the small kitchen.

“Could you pass me the mug on the table, dear?” She called out. To me? | looked around, saw nobody. |
moved a shaky hand towards the empty mug, picked it up, along with myself and went towards the
kitchen. The closer | got to her, the more | started taking in my new surroundings- unfamiliar. | set the mug
down next to her as she turned her head in my direction to thank me. | stared at her, she didn’t look
familiar, but she wasn’t beautiful either. She was short, she had stubby legs and fat arms. Her face was
unattractive and | couldn’t find anything nice about her, except the odd kindness | saw in her brown eyes.

“Thank you, lovely, do you think you could help me with dinner tonight, | don’t want to worry you but my
back’s been sore lately”

| stared at her, who was she? Was she the bad the library lady had told me about? No, the kindness in her
eyes told me otherwise.

“Are you the good?” | asked, bluntly, not thinking how she’d react. A beaming grin washed over her face.
“Indeed, | am, congratulations,” she gleamed, “that was awfully fast, you did very well.”

She held out her hand, so | shook it. As | let go of her plump hand, a cold metal appeared on my fingers. A
key. My eyes rolled to her direction as she pointed towards a door.

“Good luck.” She uttered, continuing with the dishes in the small sink. | stepped forward towards the
wooden door and unlocked it.

The surface beneath me changed again, this time | was standing beside a young, handsome man on a deep
maroon rocking chair. He had very beautiful featured, unlike the good but the frown in his expression
made me think twice.

“Go help your mother” He demanded, pushing me with the tip of his black cane. | turned around and
frowned at him in confusion. “GO!” He bellowed.

He’s the bad. | thought. So, | opened my mouth and spoke my thoughts aloud.
“You are the bad.” | told him, thinking how easy the test was.

He stared up at me from his old rocking chair.

“My deepest apologies but I’'m afraid you're wrong.”

“Huh?”

“There is no bad or ugly. There is only good. The test is to determine what peoples’ personalities and
thoughts are like. If you rush to decide you will not see the truth. We are all good,” He explained, as the
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kind old lady from the other room appeared behind him, along with another tall lady with a pointed look
on her face. “You just needed the patience to realize it.”

“You have failed the test.”
The last words | heard before the world went white again, | was back on the cold floor.

Endless emptiness...

Photo by Bozhidara Hristova,
High school of Tourism Dr. Vasil Beron, Veliko Tarnovo
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Born inside of a raindrop

1%t place, 9th grade, Anaya Farhan, Learning Alliance, Lahore

Noor watches eagerly as the raindrops on her car window slip and slide past each other. She imagines that
they’re racing to see who gets to the bottom of the window first and perishes. She challenges her brother,
“I' bet my raindrop will win, it’s way faster than yours.” Noor couldn’t begin to imagine how agonizing this
race really is. | look to my left and see another raindrop zoom past and closer to the end while | sit right
where | started. No matter how hard | try, | just can’t bring myself to move.

It's raining heavily now. Oh, how great. More fuel to add to the fire that is my jealousy. More raindrops will
fall upon this window, and they’ll all race down to the finish line and be celebrated and cheered for while |
sit right here, watching them. Watching them with envious eyes and with a fire burning inside of me. |
haven’t been here long; but then again, none of us have. This looks to be a thunderstorm. Every second, a
new raindrop is formed. | was born inside one just a few mere minutes ago. And now here | am, still in this
corner | haunt. All those who came with me are gone now, they passed the finish line long ago. Yet, | stay
frozen in place.

“That one hasn’t even moved! Look how fast the one next to it is going!” | tell myself | still have time, that
it isn’t over for me yet. But in the depths of my heart, the same vacant feeling which is all too familiar by
now overtakes me as | watch the Sun emerge from between the clouds, glaring at me. It looks as though
it’s taunting me; its sharp gaze cuts like glass through my skin. | flinch and look back at my audience. Noor
has gotten bored, she is no longer looking in my direction. Who would? There isn’t much to see. Behind
her though, is now an older sister in place of a brother who has shifted to the other end of the car. She
watches, too, as raindrops fall down the window. The rain has stopped, but the Sun hasn’t gotten to us yet.

She looks in my direction and for a moment | feel as though she’s looking right into my eyes. But oh, those
aren’t visible through this cage. Still, her gaze is so intense that | feel exposed, like | need to cover up.
Perhaps, | think—Perhaps she sees me. Perhaps she sees how hard |'ve been trying. Maybe she knows the
feeling of trying and trying and trying but somehow, it’s never enough. Never enough to satisfy, never
enough to be satisfied. Maybe, she’s just like me. Maybe, maybe, maybe, maybe. In this chaos, | notice I've
moved. I’'m closer than | was before. | did something. As her gaze stays set on me, | find it in me to slide
down some more.

Now, the sun is as glorious as ever. The clouds have parted way and the puddles of raindrops on the roads
have started to evaporate. I’'m almost halfway there now, | actually think | can make it! The Sun glowers
down at me and my back heats up. | can’t feel my feet anymore. | tried, | tell myself. | got further than |
thought | would. | might actually still be able to do it--. Alarm bells ring inside my head. Time’s up! | look
back at the Sun, shining its light down at me.

That’s the last thing | see before | float right back up to where | came from.
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Born inside of a raindrop

2" place, 9th grade, Victoria Radeva, High school of Languages Vasil Karagyozov, Yambol

There was a man named Stuart.
Just kidding, there isn’t.
Fooled you again, there is.

This man, Stuart, is special. You see, he wasn’t born
the way others were. He was born inside of a
raindrop.

Scientists cannot for the life of them figure out how
that managed to happen, even when they tried to
replicate it, they failed. Miserably.

But that isn’t important. Not for Stuart. What *is*
important for him, is his job.

%
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his office desk instead of leaving when work hours
have long ended. He loves it so much, you’d think he
has some sort of mental issue, but surprisingly, he
doesn’t.

Stuart loves his job. He loves it so much, he sleeps on ¢ '
~

b

He has dreamed of working something as boring as
this since he was a little boy still inside his raindrop.

But that is not his destiny, oh no it isn’t. His destiny is with the clouds, the sky, and whatever else people
think is up there. Which isn’t.

For as long as he can remember, he wanted to be normal. On every Christmas, every birthday he wanted
to be a normal boring middle-aged man.

But he will never be normal. He sits in his office chair, but instead of working he is panicking inside.
Why? He gave his boss coffee with sugar. And his boss hates sugar.

But that is just what he wants us to think he thinks. He knows his time is up. He knows he can’t live like this
forever. He knows he must return.

He’s sweating bullets. But that’s just water. It’s not actual, human sweat is it, Stuart?
He tries to think about something, anything that isn’t this.
His mind draws a blank.

He is just sitting there. His co-worker, Janet, is looking at him with a worried expression on her face.
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“Stuart, are you alright?” She says.

“Yeah.” He responds, absolutely drenched.

“You don’t look like it, do you need to take a break?”
“Nah.” He is lying.

The next day, he wakes up, brushes his worryingly wet teeth, puts on his work clothes, cooks up something
quick, eats it and leaves. He tries not to think about his destiny.

It is raining. Stuart hates rain. It’s like a family reunion except they’re not your family. They’re not. He tells
himself. He realizes that he left his suitcase. He runs back inside to get it, gets it, and leaves once more.

Off to work, Stuart! You don’t have much time.
He arrives to work. He goes over to his desk, sits down and starts working.

God, this is boring. Stuart, go do something else. |, as your subconscious believe that it would benefit all of
us if you could go crazy, throw your chair at Janet, jump out of the window and run into the woods
screaming gibberish.

And he does just that. Not because he wanted to, of course, he would never do that. He does that because
| forced him to. As he is running in the woods shouting complete and utter nonsense at the top of his
lungs, he grinds to a halt.

“Why... did | DO THAT?!” It’s for the good of the story, Stuart.

“WHO ARE YOU” well-

“GET OUT OF MY HEAD” | don't like your attitude, Stuart. You know, just for that, | don’t think | will!
“W-“ Shut up. You’re not talking.

Your story doesn’t fit the theme the way | want it to. You are ruining it. From now on, you will do as | say.
For the sake of saving this story from getting any worse. Stuart stands there, looking around, he notices
how beautiful this forest is, how pleasant the sound of the rain on his ears are. He knows now that this is
what he has always wanted. Whether he likes it or not.

He lies down. On the cold, wet mud, he accepts his fate. A light shoots down through the sky, blinding his
vision. A person, much like himself, comes down from above.

“Hello, Stuart.” Says the person.
“Come with me.”

Stuart does as he is told. Grimacing. That’s not him who is standing up. He and the other go up into the
sky. Into a whole new world.

“I have a job offer for you.” The person says.
Stuart gasps with joy. “A job?! For me?” he immediately stops caring about his previous life.

The rest, is history.
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Born inside of a Raindrop

3" place, 9th grade, Amelie Kolarsky, International school St. George, Sofia

Pitter, patter, pitter, patter. The raindrops are falling. High above from the cotton candy clouds. Up
so high in the sky, secluded from the unknown world surrounding.

The raindrops so mellow, the raindrops so merry they are almost like us fairies.

Papa would tell me, that we Astral fairies are from up above. We come from the tears of the skies, from
inside the falling gems the ones below call raindrops.

Every January on the night of the blue moon, our ancestors bless the skies with mounds of birth-
bearing clouds. Oh, how the thunder rumbles, how the wind roars, soon enough we would be born.

Our elders and families chant. Sing the songs of the moon. Of the great power around us. Here is
where our journey begins.

The enchanting moonlight projects through the raindrops refracting its light like a hall of mirrors. Like stars
we shine, how marvelous and divine. In this very moment, as if electricity has struck every individual
raindrop, a heart will start beating.

Flower fairies blossom from the beautiful gardenias, whilst those of the sun are brought to life by
the luminance of their foundation. The pearls in the deepest and bluest seas carry the lives of the water
fairies. But we Astral fairies are unique, we are unmatchable.

The flora and fauna of this world marvel in splendor, as our birth and connection to life is
incomprehensible.

Like many, | cannot remember my moonlit arrival. But my Ma says it was something quite special.
They say I’'m not like others, | do feel its true. For on my day of birth up in the clouds so high, | was
magically blessed by the decadence of the sky. As the blue moon’s rays were ready to illuminate the
clouds, a shooting star exploded up afar.

Its stardust falling like crystals. This powder of wonder fell through my cloud mixing and creating
something astound. From this miracle came my name. Astra | am named, as the beautiful star from which |
came.

Ma said my cloud sparkled above the heads of my fellow fairies, who were staring in surprise to this event
of blessing.

Just like that, the blue moon’s rays beamed through the raindrops, now heavily falling from the
clouds. My raindrop was shining like a sapphire, no one expecting that there was a child. That small child,
me, Astra. A little fairy whose heart had just began to beat. Inside the tiny body of water. A drop. Like the
ever-repeating sound below of the raindrops.

Pitter. Patter. Pitter. Patter
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A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for

Special Mention Award, 9th grade, Maria-Veselina Veleva, High school Acad. Boyan Petkanchin,
Haskovo

A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for

The bird in its nest is not free, but the world around it looks like a war
A bee’s true purpose may be to flower the flowers, to run afree

But what if the beehive is the only thing it’s brave enough to see?
Would the honeycomb fill itself on its own?

Would the human species have a planet to call “home”?

What if we all were scared of the deep blue sea?

Of the snow-capped mountains or the stars that shine over thee?

Is it that terrifying to take off the beaten track?

To swim across the deepest river, with no one there to watch your back?
The unexplored world around us, its beauty its grace

Its magnificence and its slow pace

If we hadn’t first seen its cruelty and wickedness

Its evil, its violence and nasty ways | can go on about for days?

Would we ever know it existed, would we
even know what stands behind our worries?

Would we have ever stopped to think that in
the darkness and gloom

There are discoveries that would make our
heads go “Boom!”?

Our purpose is to steer a ship around
undiscovered drought

But what if that ship never left the port?

A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what
ships are made for

What were we made for? Photo by Yoanna Ivanova,

High School for Foreign Languages Yoan Ekzarh, Varna
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1*t place, 10th grade, Simona Karaivanova, American College Arcus, Veliko Tarnovo

Impressed by the others
Wanting their determination
Chosen from their fathers

Is their education

Learning, studying and working
Never ain’t enough

Good grades is what I’'m getting
But still not enough

Making decisions is what we fear

Be ambitious is what we hear

Not knowing what to do in the future
But | am just a human creature

Oppressed by the society

“What are you gonna study in uni?”
There is a big variety

But not enough humanity

From school being exhausted

| guess that’s my fate

Still not adjusted

To life’s fast pace

Making decisions is what we fear
Be ambitious is what we hear
Not knowing what to do in the future
But | am just a human creature
People’s high expectation

Make my soul cry

And the wanted perfection

Is what | really try

Peace for just a second

That’s what | need

Beating the record

Feeling youth'’s freed

Making decisions is what we fear

Be ambitious is what we hear

Not knowing what to do in the future
But | am just a human creature

Scared of the unknown
That’s my only disadvantage
Being on my own

The poisoned violin
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Feeling like I'm taken hostage
We are violins

Beautiful in our way

But oppressed by the systems
Poisoned on the ground we lay

This poem is dedicated to everyone struggling with society’s oppression to choose what to do after
graduating from school.
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| have fifty other excuses | could use. Do you want me to start
alphabetically?

2"9 place, 10th grade, Elisaveta Marinova, Secondary school St. Paisiy Hilendarski, Dupnitsa

| have fifty other excuses | could use

To love you or to cut you lose

To hug you when the night is cold

To hold you when there’s nothing to hold

| have fifty other excuses | could use
What to see and what to be

To see the fifty green shades in your eyes
To be excited when your mouth smiles

| look at you secretly

Like a sun peeking from behind a cloud
| don’t know if you love me

Don’t know what you’re about

| have fifty other excuses | could use

Do you want me to start alphabetically?
What to hold and what to lose

I'll add something metaphorically

A love that was gained

Be gone for good,

because it drained every drop of blood
Casually looking

Deeply distressed

Everything’s different now

May | confess?

Feeling confused
Going in mad mode
Having a muse

I could explode

Joining my arms, | pray for forgiveness
Kindly asking my mind for obedience
Love is an obstacle

What else could it be?

Mindfully lighting on fire every part of me

No one else could see in you whatever | see
And maybe I’'m blind but | feel it in me



Every time you laugh and every time you’re quiet
You with all the sarcasm
You with all the sighing

Oh well, | see you

Perfectly imperfect with every pro and con
All the pluses and the minuses

Every single flaw

Questions and answers
With you they don’t exist
Real is real

Secrets are a myth

Selling my soul won’t probably help
I'll fight for your love
You know me well

Torture’s acceptable but only in nightmares
Using your voice to guide me

Voice as a safe place

And | escape them

With you they become dreams

Rainbow and sunshine

Berries and cream

My metaphor was long and so is our story
| missed some letters,
I'll add them, I'm sorry

You for my heart
XO for kisses Photo by Alexandra Kaloyanova, Secondary school for

Z as in z0o, not that it’s fitting European Languages St. Cyrilus Philosopher, Ruse
Infinity on my hand

Cause that’s how | want our love to look
And a dot for the end of the chapter
But not the end of the book
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The kiss reminded him of chemistry lessons in school

3" place, 10th grade, Teodor Matuski, High school of Foreign Languages Romain Rolland, Stara
Zagora

Your skin is glowing like a fresh-baked pastry,
Puff and soft like honeypie
The sunlight makes you look so tasty
A sight for which I'd kill and die.
The way you look at me with passion
With your velvet eyes and vicious smile
You are the muse inventing fashion
I’'m just a trend going out of style.
And | sit there in the classroom
Looking at the periodic table
Chewing silently a gum
Trying to make my heartbeat stable.
As | look at you five feet away
Kindly begging you to stay
Near me so | can feel
Your precious scent, that is my will.
You’re so much better than | am
at things | want to be the best
My jealous eyes and crooked pen
Looking at the chemistry test.
| don’t know if | hate you more
For always questioning my worth
Or adore the way you laugh before
You start playing with my nerve.

The school bell rang to kill the class
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Reminding us how life’s about to pass
Always waiting for the next
Moment we will fest
But | don’t want this anymore!
| want you to know what | adore
It’s not the acid or the base
It’s not the salt or aldehyde
It’s the smile on your face
And now my joy — | cannot hide.
| lean closer to you shakily
The oxygen sprinting in and out my chest
As it has been doing lately
Overthinking —that’s where I’'m the best.
And the questions and the logic
Start attacking all my thoughts
“What if  am?, What if I’'m not?
What if | fail? What if | don’t?”
My heart screams “yes”

My brain says “no”

My tears confess
As | decide to go
The nitro basis start exploding
The oxygen, it burns my skin
As | sigh and kiss your lips loving
And gladly, | admit my sin.

I've felt nothing since so long ago
Knowing nothing, going with the flow
That this moment of a sudden glee

Makes me want to scream and be
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The person that | am and see
The beauty of my mind being free
From all the worries and the insecurities
All the burdens and the cruelties.
| slowly let go of your lips
Being energized to the core
From all the chemicals, my brain insists
To kiss, and love and give him more.
But then | stutter and | wake
Laying here in my bed
Little do | know I'm late
Feeling sick and almost dead.

It was all a dream, a flitting thought
And my body’s begging me for pheromones
But inside my head again I’'m caught
| can’t repay all of the loans.
| prepare my backpack as | think

About pastries, chemicals and golden ink.

Photo by Nikola Stefanov, High
School for Foreign Languages
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The dream catcher’s diary

1*t place, 11th grade, lvana Stoyanova, American College Arcus, Veliko Tarnovo

If we are to look at time as a lineal cosmic phenomenon and the existence of life as the end (the present
moment), then there was nothing but void in the very beginning. But that begs the question, what urged
the Universe to create something? What filled up the space between something and nothing?

The answer is a dream to exist and create.

If you get the chance to wander around in the vast corridors of the Library of Life, Death, and Everything
Else — quite the common tourist attractions for travelers to the Underworld, dare | say — you ought to take
a look in the “Nonexistent” section. It is mainly known for its vast collection of wishes and whims, some
more frivolous and pointless than others, but do not let that bore you. There, at the very end of the hall,
you will find an old, forgotten by its creator notebook. Its pages, infinite in count, are all frayed and
varnished by the merciless hands of the clock, but inside you will find the memento of echoes of a
civilization long forgotten.

You will find the diary of the Dream Catcher.

%k %k X%

Hypnos, unlike the rest of the Chthonic Gods, was a jolly one. “Being the God of Sleep involved being
somewhat of a professional in it,” he’d always say with laughter in his voice when seen dozing off.

He lived life slowly — he never hurried to wake up, often showed up to his renowned position quarter
through his shift and would haphazardly mumble out “good deeds” if you were as nosy to ask what it was
that he was scribbling in his chronicles at all times. Compared to his brother, Thanatos, Hypnos was
unserious, even child-like in his behaviour; most of the Court of Hades dared say it was thanks to his
connections that he maintained the job of Catcher of Dreams —many a passerby’s, from Orpheus to Dante,
have been so dumbfounded by his cheerful, easy-going and outright dismissive nature, they did not even
bother mentioning him a figure which resided in the Underworld.

Regardless of the ridicule Hypnos faced from mortals and gods alike, in the rare instances he was awake,
he’d always be with a quill in hand, jotting down every single dream, hallucination and vision humanity
had. During the late hours of the night, he’d sit cross-legged and hunched over a candlestick covered in
dark green patina and write away what the Universe sees as it rests.

So did his days pass — he’d sleep for days, if left alone, and then he’d write. For once, though, he decided
to look at his own creation by shuffling through the pages, and reading the dreams had seen.

Entry One.
Client: Chaos. Entropy incarnate.

Dream: all that was (not) and will (not) be.
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Result. See above. A small eye of fire, infinitely dense, hot and bright emerged and with its persistence

brought forth all that was (not) and will (not) be. Firstinstance-of-a-drearmtaking-shapeinreatity—First

instance of a dream.

Entry seven-billion forty-thousand three-hundred-and-two.

Client: Human

Dream: A flower falling from the skies, bringing warmth and pain alike.

Result: Two weeks following the dream, there was a thunderstorm on Earth. Human has obtained fire.

Hypnos smiled as he saw how something and big as Chaos itself and something as small as a human both
wished for things so alike. “So were they made, such is their way,” he thought, “seeking all the gods have
and do.”

Much had changed since then, Hypnos believed, yet not much was what he could piece together. Though
he did write the dreams of all that has been, he seldom focused on what he saw and wrote down; instead,
to him it was important for the pages to be pretty, the layout to be coherent and the handwriting neat and
legible.

How had humanity changed? Where has their childish curiosity led them to?

He had no patience to read through the boring filler in-between the book, and to be fair, he had to go back
to writing soon. He might have all the time in the world, but he still has deadlines to meet.

He opened the last page of the book and peeked at the pages, making sure not to smudge the ink that had
barely set.

Entry zeta-octillion sixty-billion two-thousand three-hundred-and-thirty.
Client: Human.

Dream: a walk along the river bank with dog.

Result: None. They have gone too far and there is no turning back.

The God of Sleep widened his eyes in confusion, as if reading it again will add more context to the short,
concise sentences. The pages of the chronicle were pale as snow, the dark ink contrasting against it as
clear as the stars glisten in a night sky. The dreams were still simple and sweet, yet where was their happy
end? Why was it taken away?

Now, with more focus, Hypnos continued, hoping to find a resolution to the problem in his mind.
Entry R-99.
Client: General of the International Nuclear Forces.

Dream: Void. It grows, persists, and festers on the deranged mind. Light emerges, and a great tree formed
from fire and debris swallows all that was (not) and will (not) be on Earth.

Result: Soon the time will come to bear the fruit of entropy and curiosity.
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Hypnos refused to accept this as the end of his duty of keeping track of dreams, yet when he picked up the
quill placed haphazardly on the desk, no visions came forth to him. No words were spoken to him. There
was nothing left to write, as eternal sleep beard no dreams.

Now, a god with no purpose, an author with no muse, the once-cheerful God of Slumber was left to
surrender to his monotony.

He ventured vast realms and traversed worlds. He entered the Library of Life, Death, and Everything Else.
He placed the book in the isle of frivolous wishes and whims and once he felt his deed was done, he, too,
fell into slumber, not to be awakened.

Photo by Maria Drandarova, 44" High school Neofit Bozveli, Sofia
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Scientific proof found for the existence of soulmates

2" place, 11th grade, Daniela Koleva, High school of Languages Vasil Karagyozov, Yambol

It was back in ’94, that dreadful year with the deathly-hot summer and | had been cooped up in my office
in New Orleans. There’s not much work for a Private Eye during the summer, especially during such a hot
one like we had then. That’s why | was surprised when my buddy Eric called me and said he had a case for
me, he was sending the lady right over.

She walked into my office, nervous and sullen, and it definitely wasn’t because of the heat. She told me
her name was Khadija Emerson and her husband had gone missing a week prior. | immediately thought that
it would be a cheating situation but the truth turned out to be much worse.

Her husband, that is Peter Emerson, was an out-of-work landscaper and he’d taken to drink as the
summer heat dried up his business. Mrs. Emerson told me that he had gone out with his pals for a drink one
night and never returned.

| assured her | would do whatever | could and set out on a chase that took five weeks and seven hundred
dollars to bear fruit. | went carefully, taking my time not to leave my sweaty fingerprints all over the places
I'd illegally gotten myself into or on the cash | was handing out under tables. | went to all kinds of places —
bars, clubs, police stations, churches, universities, even a few cemeteries but | had caught a steady lead at
last.

It was an abandoned hospital out on the edge of town, in the basement. | made sure to go after dark and
slipped in as quietly as | could. By that point August was bleeding into September and the heat no longer
felt as oppressive but | could feel the aroma of sweat even in that dank and cool basement.

After a few tense hours of sneaking around the place, avoiding at least three people who by all accounts
shouldn’t have been there, and taking an elevator ride down further than | thought the structure went, |
found myself in a pristine labyrinthine space, all white and tiled from floor to ceiling. It was there that | found
Peter Emerson, on an operating room table, split open and bloodied. | took a few shots with my camera to
bring back as proof to his wife and thought about covering the poor fool with a sheet to save some last shred
of his dignity, but decided against it, in case someone came by after | left.

Through that lab | got myself into another room, just as white and sterile, but larger and full of cages.
Not animal cages, but large ones, made out of plastic and reinforced glass. Rows upon rows of transparent
prisons, stretching into the space for what could’ve been hundreds of feet. | tip-toed my way through the
room under the cold light of the fluorescent lights and peeked into each cage. Most were empty, but a few
held people, some of them alive and conscious, and others that weren’t so lucky.

As | passed one of the last cages, | heard a stirring. It was a young woman, maybe so young as to be a
teenager, and she shuffled towards me and put her hand on the glass wall of the cage. She looked emaciated,
and bloodless, as if all the color had been drained out of her with a syringe. Her eyes were bloodshot and
dilated with fear. She opened her mouth to speak and | put my finger to my lips to keep her quiet but it
seemed that even if | hadn’t, she wouldn’t have been able to speak. A slight gasp escaped her lips and she
could get nothing more out. She gestured to me and pointed towards the opposite wall. | looked and saw a
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panel with buttons and numbers, then looked back at her quizzically. She looked up at me with pleading
eyes and then traced a number on the glass with her finger. 547. | leapt up and quickly searched the board
for the number, one of dozens, and | pressed the little blue button next to it. The glass wall slid up almost
silently and the woman came stumbling out of the cage. She would have fallen if | hadn’t caught her.

She steadied herself and looked up at me gratefully, but her eyes then immediately went back to being
like those of a scared prey animal. | whispered to her, almost inaudibly despite the room and the whole
facility being empty.

“A way out. Do you know any?”

She glanced around frantically in all directions and then led me through the way | had come. We got
though the lab and then she led me through a corridor | hadn’t seen. We head footsteps and panicked
slipped into the nearest open door.

The space was small, and dusty. Even through the dim lighting | could see cabinets upon cabinets of files.
| looked around at the labels on each drawer and saw something that looked promising. | threw the drawer
open and stuffed folders and papers into my backpack without looking at them.

The footsteps outside had come and gone. | took the poor girl by the hand and we sneaked the way | had
come in. Up the elevator, through the hospital basement and into my trusty Dodge, then | put the old piece
of junk into drive and floored it all the way to the police station | worked with.

| handed the terrified woman off to officer Amelie Meyers and then immediately pulled Eric Stevens into
his office. There we went through what | had grabbed from that place, files and files, dating back months,
almost a year, detailing the kidnappings and experiments on several people.

The files were from April that year but | had no doubt the ones from when Mr. Emerson went missing
would be the same.

It went like this: it seems they were an underground group of dropouts from the local universities who
all got the boot for running unethical experiments. We noted down just a few names from the reports I'd
grabbed but there were certainly more. They had been taking people off the streets —those who were drunk
or homeless or alone, people they thought no one would miss.

From there followed descriptions of horrific experiments, all about “souls” and hearts and “connections”
and the like. It sounded like the ravings of madmen. Eric and | read through a lot of gruesome things that
early morning. Cutting open of organs,
deprivation experiments, blood-letting, taking
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transplants, electroshocks, messing around Victoriya
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matching times of death upon lethal injections. They had tortured the very fiber of these people’s existence

into submission, into perfect synchronicity.

They hadn’t done it for science, they hadn’t done it for love, they did it just because they could. They had

found their proof of the existence of soulmates.

After we read through all the files, we jumped up in a frenzy and rallied the entire police department.
Cars and cars of cops and backups got to the hospital and | led them into the basement and then further
down. But we found nothing. Everything was empty, pristine, untainted. No body of Peter Emerson, no
blood, no room with files, nothing. All we found left was the room with the cages, all of them empty, except

the one of the girls | had rescued, which held just a single bloodied, crushed human heart.

Photo by Simeon
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The dream catcher’s diary

3" place, 11 grade, Mihaela Kuntorova, First English Language High school, Sofia

Once upon a time, there was a tale about one extraordinary man. Nobody knew if he was a man actually
but as most great things at that time, he was assumed to be one. His name is long forgotten or perhaps
never known in the first place and because of what he does everybody called him the Dream Catcher.
When grandmothers gathered the village children around the fire and it was time to tell stories they never
talked about the Dream Cather. No, this wasn’t that kind of story. This one was whispered between people
in cold dark nights when the only thing that could warm you was a tale about extraordinary people. It
always started the same — with a light touch on one’s arm and one single sentence ‘Have you ever heard of
the Dream catcher?” and almost always the answer was a light shake of one’s head. And then the story
began and it lit the room, or the harbor or even the whole sky but most of all it started a flame in one’s
soul. Not a big one but just enough to warm one’s soul and to give them the only thing that can transform
a cold dark night into something else — a night full of hope. The story went like this:

‘Have you ever heard of the Dream catcher? No? Well, the small number of people who swear that they
have seen him say that he always wears a long dark coat and he only comes at night, that’s when his
power is strongest. His face is always covered in shadows and his hat is enormous enough to hide all of his
face. They say that he is tall- not a giant but close, skinny as an idle and always carries around a book in his
hand. That’s not a book but a diary where he keeps all the dreams that were told to him. But let me start
from the beginning. If a person (in most cases that person is a child) ever feels suffocated by the weight of
everybody’s expectations, they will call out for the Dream catcher, beg him even to come. And when he
does, they will give him their wildest most secret dreams in a low tone. He will listen quietly not uttering a
single word or a sound or even indicate that he has heard what the person is telling him. The reason
people do this is because he is the last hope for their dream to become reality. They will beg him to keep
the dream safe for them and when the right time comes, they will find him again and take their dream
back from him. If he is feeling generous, he will write the dream in his diary —the dream and only that —
not the name of the person or their age or even the place they come from. And that’s the catch —if you
don’t come back for your dream, he will not search for you. The dream stays in his diary, while you slowly
forget about it.

And in fact, many people did forget about their
dreams. That’s what the elders in every village
hoped for. They did not allow the story about the
Dream Catcher to be told to children. They wanted
the kids to go on paths chosen not by themselves
but somebody else. | do sometimes wonder if the
Dream Catcher will ever remind the elders that
once upon a time, they were children full of hopes
and dream too.

Photo by Darina Kiselova,
Secondary school St. Paisii Hilendarski, Dupnitsa
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A sign over the door read “Success for Sale” in bright gold letters
1%t place, 12th grade, Lora Angelova, High school of Languages Petar Beron, Kyustendil

It’s hard out there, looking for jobs. As a college student fresh out of high-school, with no experience
behind me, in the middle of an economic crisis, | am sure you could imagine my struggles in the first
month or so away from home.

| am sure you can also imagine how surprised | was, when | turned up for yet another interview for the
position of a shopkeeper and | read the sign on the door.

It was an old, though charming building, like the ones that usually get turned into cafés or trinket shops.
But instead of a cliché, cutesy name like “Little treasures” or something of the like, in front of me in bold,
golden letters proudly sat “Success for Sale”. Intrigued, if a little confused, | stepped through the door.

| was met with the joyful ring of a bell, swinging as the door opened and closed. Next thing | noticed was
how there was something exciting in the air, something mysterious. | couldn’t quite pin-point what that
feeling was, only describe it. It felt like climbing trees in my grandparents’ backyard as a kid; like sneaking
out of my room to shamelessly steal a snack in the middle of the night, trying not to wake up my parents;
like my first day of high-school when | was so scared and so excited at the same time, starting anew in a
different place with different people; like my first kiss; like grabbing my acceptance letter. Like the taste of
pop-corn with caramel, like the awe of the unknown, like a good book with an even better ending, like-...

“Ah, Mister Harrison.” A voice cut through my thoughts “I am glad to see you here.”

I moved further inside the shop, seeing an old man standing behind the wooden counter. He was slightly
hunched forward, his small frame almost entirely disappearing behind a massive pile of books sitting on
the flat surface. His face was...kind. | wouldn’t be able to describe it otherwise — his eyes had a sort of
warm, although mischievous, glow to them, like he knew something the rest of us don’t and a soft smile
like he was welcoming his grandchild and not a random applier he had never met before.

“Hello! I am sorry, | didn’t see you-“ | was promptly cut off before | could finish whatever explanation | was
conjuring up.

“Bravery. A heart worth of bravery, a tablespoon of kindness and a hearty dose of forgiveness.” The odd
man rambled off, swiftly, as if reciting the recipe for some strange beverage.

“Pardon?” | blinked, startled. | probably looked as dumb as | felt but, dear reader, | was so unbelievably
confused.

“That’s what you need, boy” The cleric said, with that odd glint in his eye. “That’s what you need for
success.”
“I was under the impression that was a clever word-play, sir” Or a scam, but | wasn’t about to say that.

“Banner.” The man answered “No, my boy, | sell success. Or help with it, anyway. Now, the buyer — it all
depends on the buyer. If | give them all they need and they do naught, no amount of my little tricks can
help, truly.”
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“Isn’t it easier to sell a ready potion, then? Or whatever you do sell?” | looked around, for the first time
since I've walked there, noticing little jars, bigger jars, boxes in all shapes and colors and all sorts of weird
trinkets | had neither the ability to comprehend at the time, nor the gal to ask what they were. Ingredients,
perhaps.

“No, you see, everyone has different tools they lack. Everyone has different ambitions, too. You want to
make something worthwhile, | can tell. You want to be there for people, you want to mean something to
everyone. Some want money or fame. Others seek knowledge, or discovery. Maybe adventure, maybe
love, maybe potatoes. Everyone sees knowledge differently, everyone lacks different things. That is how
life works.”

“Potatoes?” | asked, brain still railing with trying to comprehend it all. “And what do | lack? Why? If not
anything else, | think | am a fairly forgiving person, at the very least.”

Mr. Banner walked up from behind the counter, fixing his glasses. “Well, there was this one astronaut but
never mind, never mind. Now, we are here to talk about you, aren’t we? You are just brave enough to live.
And nothing else. You are terrified of failure! So terrified, in fact, you cannot grab success either. They are
brothers, remember that — brothers. And as such, often walk hand in hand. Now, kindness — that’s what
makes people human. It’s at the very foundation of life, of joy, of love and as such — everything that can be
considered worthwhile. Be brave enough to be kind when the world is not.”

He looked at me with such intensity | knew in my soul, | had no choice but to be the kindest | could
possibly be to everyone | meet. | couldn’t disappoint the kind stranger or | might die of guilt.

“And you are so, so full of regret, of blame.” My whole body went cold, as the words left their mark. “You
carry guilt that is not yours. Of existing, of living. Only when you drop it, can you be happy.”

“You mean, successful?” I, graciously, leaned on a nearby shelf as to not fall from the weight, the terror, of
being known.

He smiled, eyes gleaming “Those are the same thing.”

SUCCLESS
FOR
SALE
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How to disappear completely and never be found

2"9 place, 12th grade, Maria Todorova, High school for Roman Languages Georgi Rakovski, Burgas

Prin was in love with the smell of blood.
He had always been.

Still, this time, as he watched Avan’s motionless body slip on the cold ground, a sparkling pool of crimson
spreading in a circle around him, all he could feel was a sense of disgust. He couldn’t believe he had
actually done it. One moment, they were kissing in his room, more passionately than ever. Then, just a few
seconds later, before he could realize what he was doing, he pulled his dagger straight through Avan’s
heart.

Duty before love, that’s what his father always used to say. Work before feelings.

Truth is, Avan had offered him to escape from the town many times. To leave everything behind and just
be themselves for once. No more secrets, no more hiding. Just the two of them. Together.

It was sweet, in a way, how Avan always used to be the one with the bold dreams and the big plans. How
he never stopped believing in them, not even in the very end. Now, Prin wondered what he would have
said if he was still alive.

With frozen limbs and a devastating pain in his stomach, Prin rose to his feet and looked into Avan’s
beautiful green eyes one last time. How much he loved them, those beautiful, green, lifeless eyes.

“I'm sorry,” he whispered. “Oh, Avan, I'm so sorry.”

But it wasn’t his fault, right? He didn’t really have a choice. Avan was doomed to die from the very
beginning he stepped into their family house, pretending to be one of them. Pretending to be one of his
father’s new assassins.

Prin shook his head sadly.
“He said that if | didn’t do it, he would,” he cried. “I didn’t want you to suffer.”

You could have tried warning me, Avan’s voice whispered in his head. We could have escaped together. We
could have been us.

“We could have,” Prin agreed. He cupped his face with his palms, tears falling all over down his cheeks.
“Too bad | was such a coward.” He sighed deeply. “Too bad | am such a coward.”

He couldn't have denied his father’s wishes. And even if he had tried, the outcome would still have been
the same. No one was able to escape from his father’s anger. Not alive, at least.

“Gods, what did | do?”” Prin murmured. He looked through the window, right at the bright night sky. “Are
you happy now, father? Is that what you wanted for me all along? To have no heart, to be an emotionless,
bloodthirsty beast just like you?” he screamed. “ANSWER ME!"”’

But he did not get an answer, of course.
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For his father was too busy ripping someone’s heart right from his chest in their family basement, as he
always used to do on midnights like this.

Prin tried to calm down and think rationally. It was his duty to help his father. That was part of his work
after all. But what was the point now, when Avan was dead? He didn’t deserve to exist anymore, he didn’t
deserve to live...

No, that wasn't right. Avan would want him to carry on. To continue to fight for them. To...

To live a better life.

To become a better man.

To dream.

Then, all of a sudden, he understood what it was that he had to do.

“I'll leave the city,” he told Avan’s dead body. “I'll start anew, I'll... I'll try to live for you.”

He used to be a coward all his life. But maybe, just maybe, he didn’t have to be one anymore.
If only he had realized that sooner.

Better late than never, he thought.

Then he kneeled right in front of Avan's corpse and gave him one last kiss. One last kiss that meant
everything for him.

“I'll stop killing people,” he promised to his favorite person in the whole world. To his favorite person who
was no longer a part of this world. “I'll stop torturing them, I'll stop spying on others, and lying, and...” He
sighed. “l will never become like him.”

With that final oath on his mouth, Prin turned his back on
the only person who had ever dared to believe in him and
left his hometown, never to be seen again.

Photo by Alexander Kasov,
Secondary school Petko Slaveikov, Kardzhali
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The future in a jar

3" place, 12" grade, Nasko Foteyv, Private English Language Secondary School, Chelopech

My whole family, since time can remember, has been jarring future. Although some may argue, whether we
have been jarring for the future or jarring the future itself — | personally prefer to see it as jarring the future.
It has a pinch of world domination in it, doesn’t it? But not in the l-am-going-to-rule-all-of-you-! type of way!

| mean it in a quite philosophical, sentimental manner...

Somewhere in the middle of the summer heat, when all of us, besides any logic, think of the whirling winters

of our forgotten village, we start preparing for the jarring.
Turshaki is the name of an undefined by ethnology ritual.
Turshaki is a lifestyle.

Turshaki is the never-ending process of racing between a buzzing anxiety for the future and a stealth

adoration of the current moment.
This is a tradition, passed by blood and preserved by love.

The whole family gathers around a table, placed in the middle of a garden to turshaki the crops we have
produced during the past year. We wash it, cut it (or not), put in jars, filled with water, vinegar and salt and

then boil it for a few minutes.
What do we do with the turshaki? Sell? God, no!

We are going to store it in dark basements, locked with a white thread and keep it, so we can consume it
whenever the moment is right. And when we do... A number of great things may happen over the turshaki,

laying peacefully on the family table.
Turshaki hears stories about fields being battled over by sisters and brothers in a war-like conflict.
Turshaki acknowledges the first giggles of a newborn and the last breaths of the ones passing away.
Turshaki loves Mara Tsikeritsa — the old lady it hears about every day during lunchtime.

If | were to explain to someone outside of my family and close friends circle that a mix of few veggies has

taken the role of a family member in our home... Well, they might think I'm out of my mind.
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I may be. All of us may be out of our minds, but | prefer it that way. All of the wise men in the Ancient times

were thought to be mad. And in the end of the day, what’s so unusual about the turshaki tradition?

It represents how in times of having, you preserve for times you might not have (anything). It provides a
sense of sustainability most of the world is craving nowadays and even it wasn’t — it’s still nice to know
there’s a shoulder to cry on and a turshaki to put on the table. So, you can cry over it, too. It’s a jar of future,

coming from the past that you may take with you in every present moment.
Turshaki is the trinity of life.

Turshaki is a saviour —you have no idea how many people it may comfort. From nostalgia, hunger or

heartbreak. When you draw the line, we are all hungry for something.
Turshaki is the solution.

Some skeptics may say that pickling isn’t a treasured family tradition, but a worldwide food preservation
practice. If you need to be a trivial sceptic, sure it is. The collective memory of an entire family tree has been

rooted in turshaki, though. Disagree, if you dare!
Turshaki was my great-grandfather’s favorite food.
Turshaki is my favorite food.
Turshaki will be my nephew’s favorite food. He’s only two, but my sister says so. | believe my sister.
Some say that you are what you ea-

- Honey...
- Yes, mamal!

- Come pack some turshaki for college!

See?
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