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Senior 1st Place - “The Willow Tree”, Emily hu

Elanasatbyhersister's bed, listeningto herfaint breaths as she slept.
Reika had been sickfor weeks, afflicted with a sudden illness.

One moment, she hadbeenfull ofherusual vigor, and the next,
collapsedonthefloor, pale and feverish, a nastyrashspreadingonher
wrist.Shetookto herbedimmediately.

The next day, Reika wasuncharacteristically quiet. Her once-
luminous eyes were dull, and her glossy black hairhung limply, asif all the
life had been sucked out of her, | eaving behind an empty husk of a girl.

The healers cameimmediately, but nothing they gave her could stop
the fever, northerash, which spread further each day.

She hadbeendrifting in and out of sleep since, and eachtime she
fell asleep, Elana was afraid that this time, she might not wake up, and Elana
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wouldneveragain hear herbubblinglaughter orsee heremerald eyes filled
with light.

“The rash—it’s different. It seems to weaken herimmune system. We
fearitmaybe making wayforanother, more deadly, virus. It's unnatural, this
illness,” murmuredthe healers, their voices tinged with pity.

“Herpath is clouded with shadows,” whispered the soothsayer, her gaze
full ofsorrow.

“Ourlittle flower’s wilting,” sobbed her parents, their expressions
without hope.

ButElanawouldnotlet go of Reika. She would save her.

There was onlyone person who might be able to save Reika—her
grandmother.

A witch.

Elanadid notrememberanything about her grandmother. She was a
witch, afterall, and witches were exiled, only given permission to visitif a
descendantwas born.

Hergrandmother was rumoredto be the most powerful ofall the
witches. Which meant that she might be able to cure Reika oftheillness
which devoured her strength bitbybit, like termites gnawingat wood —
unnoticeable, until it was too late.

She stood up, gentlysqueezingReika’s limp hand, and whispered, “Don’t
worry. | will find a cure foryou, | promise that.” She hesitated, and added,
“I’m going to see Grandmother. | won’tbelong.”

With a new determination kindlinginside her, Elana walked out of
Reika’s room, and wentto find herfather.

“No,” he repeated firmly.

“But, Father...” sheimplored.

“I said, no. It’s notworthit.”

But Elana wouldn’t give up on Reika—not Reika, with her energyand
enthusiasm. Not Reika, who had comforted Elana when she wasupset, who
had been with hersince the womb. She would find her grandmother, no
matter what—forReika, her beloved twin.

Elanasnuckoutatnight, a small sack of supplies slung over her
shoulder. She walked, towards the risingmoon, it’s cool glow bathing her,
until she couldno longer see the village. She walked, not stopping to rest
even when herlegs ached and her feet hurt. She walked, thinking only of
Reika. Finally, she reached a cave, illuminated by a few glowingcandles, and
entered.

Her grandmother, anold womanwith white hairthat reached her waist,
was sitting onawoodenstool, knitting a sweater.

“Ahllseel have a visitortoday. And my granddaughter, no less. What a
luckydayforme! What brings you here today, dearest Elana?” she asked,
hervoice rippling across the room, a beautiful and melodic sound.

“Reika—mysister—is terribly sick, and she’s getting worse. The healers
tried, butitdidn’t work. l was hopingyou could...”

Her grandmother furrowed her brows, gazing intentlyintothe sweater’s
stitches. “Oh dear...I’m afraid that ... what your sister has cannot be cured.
Even | do notknowwhatitis, onlythatitis beyond myskillsand expertise.”

Elana’s heart plummeted. “But, there mustbe something you can do!”

Hergrandmother hesitated, and after along moment, said, “Thereis...
but, as yourwish involves a matter oflife or death, the sacrifice will be great.
| don’twantyou to have to...”

“Doit,” Elana demanded. “I'll do anything for Reika.”

“Are you certain?” hergrandmother asked warily, after explaining the
terms of the trade.

“Yes,” she declared, the surest she had felt since Reika becameill.

Hergrandmother’s eyes filled with tears as she said, “Verywell, mydear
Elana.l can see nowayto swayyou from thispath. Justknowthatyou
cannothave anyregrets. | am gladto have metyou, mygranddaughter.”

Reika woke up with a start, and realized, uponlooking down at her
hands, that herrash had completelyvanished, with not a trace left. She felt
herforehead, and the fever was gone, too! “Elana,” she cried withjoy.
“Elanal Come here!”

“I'msorry, mydear,” came a melodicvoice. “She sacrificed her life

foryou, to saveyou.” The voice belongedto an elderly woman with

pure white hair.

Reika lurchedto herfeet. “No!No! She can’t have. She wouldn’t
have!” Butitwasn’ttrue. There, collapsed onthe floor, her face deathly
pale, wasElana. Reika knelt down, cradlingher sister. “Elana, what did you
do?”

Elana’s eyes opened, gazing intently at Reika, full of love and warmth.
She whispered, “Reika, mytime in this worldis over. But know this: | love
you, and | always will.” She smiled at Reika, her eyes fluttering s hut.

Reika wailed, “But why? Why, Elana?”

The elderlywoman—her grandmother, Reika realized—placed her
hand gentlyon Reika’s shoulder, and murmured, “She wanted you to
live.” It wasas simple as that.

So Reika did. Elana was many things—a friend, a sister, a hero, but
mostimportantly, she was kind and selfless —everything | could ever ask
for. Imust ensure that her sacrifice was worth it. | will live.

Outsidethe house, a young willowtree bloomed for the first time,
embracing the sunlight, its slender branches swayingtowards the house,
asifitwerelistening.
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Rocket Ice Arena - @ Bolingbrook, IL 60440 www.rocketice.com

Your premier ice skating destination! Rocket lce offers the best
lce Skating and Lleam to Play Hockey dasses in the Southwest
Suburbs. Our highly qualified skating instructors are dedicated to make
sure your child maximizes their skating potential. We offer dasses
throughout the year. For more

information, Email:events@rocketice.com; Tel:630-679-1700
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