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I
t’s m

idnight in N
irashgi, and the w

orld is
beginning 

to 
unravel. 

A
t 

the 
crucial

m
om

ent the clock tow
er draw

s a deep
breath into its rounded belly. P

ulleys and
levers and chim

es all tense, w
renched out

of a habitual lethargy as the hands align
over the face, pulling up straight tow

ard the
sky. The sound of the first bell pealing splits
the air w

ith a w
renching, tearing sound, and

from
 a league aw

ay the ocean is stirred from
its slum

ber. The m
en and w

om
en of the city

draw
 in one m

ore breath, then lay still as
dolls in their bedroom

s, and dining room
s,

and parlors. The silence w
ould be stifling if

there w
as anyone around to hear it. 

B
y the third chim

e, the air is quivering,
sparkling w

ith an energy of change. A
t the

fifth the w
aters groan and sw

ell beyond
their shores, extending creeping tendrils up
tow

ard the darkest alleys at the city’s edge.
A

 ninth peal, and they rise like a blanket to
sm

other the cobblestone streets. B
y the

tim
e the 11th bell rings out, the sea has

conquered the city, and the w
alls of cer-

tainty begin to crum
ble aw

ay into dust. 
The w

aters boil green and red and purple
along w

ith their daytim
e grayish blue, and

everything 
the 

ocean 
touches 

is 
trans-

form
ed into its opposite. The uniform

 w
alls

of the business district m
elt and tw

ist as
the buildings gain an assortm

ent of eyes
and ears and teeth. The fountain in front of
the capitol building chokes, and suddenly a
pale 

yellow
 

light 
is 

stream
ing 

from
 

its
m

outh in place of the usual w
ater. The traffic lights flash

frantically, faster and faster until they sprout w
heels and

w
ings, and the cars in the streets stand up on their

tailpipes 
w

ith 
the 

w
indshields 

all 
aflam

e; 
industrial

C
hristm

as trees com
plete w

ith four-w
heel drive. 

The 12th strike hits the air w
ith a fiery, thundering crash,

and the people them
selves begin to transform

. A
 boy in

his bed stretches like rubber, until his head is as long as

B
y M

eg
an

 M
ikh

ail

W
inner

M
egan M

ikhail,14, is a
ninth grader at the Durham
Academ

y in Chapel Hill,
N

.C. W
hen she w

as asked
w

hat “M
etam

orphosis”
m

eans to her, M
egan said,

“The thing that strikes m
e

m
ost is that no one in the

daytim
e w

orld of N
irashgi w

ill ever realize
that it exists. There’s som

ething very eerie
about that. It m

akes m
e w

onder how
 m

uch 
of m

y w
orld I w

ill never truly 
‘see’ for w

hat it is.”

Your Turn 
So m

uch can happen betw
een m

idnight and
daw

n. W
rite a very short story inspired by the

them
e of change or m

etam
orphosis. Begin it

w
ith the w

ords “It’s m
idnight in …

” and end
it w

ith the w
ords “It’s daw

n in …
”

W
R

IT
E

 A
B

O
U

T
 IT.

Judge’s Com
m

ents 
This is a vision of transform

ation—
the nightly

transform
ation of dream

, m
aybe? Starting at m

id-
night, crazy things happen, told in fast, accurate,
vivid im

ages, w
ith strong verbs and startling

nouns, used w
ith a sure hand and a light touch.

The clim
ax, w

ith its red-w
inged raccoons and

cocky, sure-footed trum
pets and cobblestones

that toss people into the air and catch them
again, fades quickly and m

elts aw
ay into daylight.

A strong, im
aginative use of the very short story,

m
aking the lim

itations of the form
at into strength. 

—
Ursula K. Le Guin

Take M
e A

w
ay C

on
test

Kudos
to our Senior Fiction runner-up: 
A

ndi M
alisheski,14, from

 Katy, Texas. 
Read her story at readandw

riting.com
on April 13, 2007.

his legs, w
hich double over them

selves like taffy w
here they hit

the w
all. H

is m
other sprouts a second head from

 the skin
above her ear, and then a third and a fourth, each a slight vari-
ation on the form

 and color of the original. The dog lying asleep
dow

nstairs, w
ho has until this m

om
ent only dream

ed of being
ferociously large, is suddenly granted his w

ish. A
 tendril of

slobber drips from
 his open m

outh, flooding the kitchen as his
head lifts the ceiling from

 its rafters. 
N

ew
 creatures stir w

ith aw
areness beneath the earth: for-

eign, ancient things that shed their tw
in covers of dust and

nam
elessness to breathe in the night air. M

ost of them
 are

form
less—

a blob of fleshy head on top of a colorful, check-
ered torso—

but a few
 sprout the w

eedy arm
s of insects and

prow
l aw

ay from
 the fantastic m

adness of the sea. They ven-
ture to those places still cloaked in shadow

, off on nam
eless

deeds that signal em
pty beds in the m

orning. 
In the heart of the city, the central business of the night

is under w
ay. Tw

o red-w
inged raccoons have pulled dow

n
the door of a m

usic store nearby, and there are instrum
ents

running w
ild in the streets: w

oozy, blue-toned saxophones
and cocky, sure-footed trum

pets. They sing their anthem
s

proudly as they w
obble from

 lam
ppost to street sign in an

attem
pt to stay upright. B

ursts of m
usic surge forth and

take on a life of their ow
n—

changing from
 sound to sm

ell to
vision w

ith a flickering restlessness w
hile the denizens of

N
irashgi w

altz and stom
p their feet. It’s not long before the

cobblestones them
selves are stirred from

 their slum
ber.

They rush back and forth underfoot, tossing the people into
the air and catching them

 again w
ith the ease of an expert

perform
er. 

For a w
hile it seem

s that Tim
e him

self has abandoned his
usual stoic sense of duty, and the night has becom

e truly
boundless. B

ut the hours pass, and slow
ly, alm

ost im
percep-

tibly, the first hint of gray creeps into the horizon. 
The festivities take on a note of desperation as the first

rays of light puncture the black cloak of sky. Tw
o stout,

rainbow
-skinned prim

ates dissolve at the glancing touch of
a 

sunbeam
. 

C
olors 

pale, 
and 

sounds 
are 

m
uted. 

The
ocean, suddenly dim

inished in the light of day, pulls a rapid
retreat tow

ard its form
er boundaries. The w

alls straighten
their stance, and the streets sink back into their earthen
tom

bs. E
veryw

here things collapse back into the earth that
form

ed them
, or lose their brazen glam

our and fade into
norm

alcy. 
It’s daw

n in N
irashgi, and the w

orld is unraveling once m
ore.

Tim Zeltner
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