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The only time it’s warm during this time of year is when the sun is highest up in the sky. It’s rays beat down upon the earth and warm everything it touches. When I was young, it made me sad to think of the sun making it’s last valiant bid to remain in charge. Today, I was glad it was putting up a fight. 

“Zemenckia.”

I turned quickly at the sound of a deep voice, but his eyes darted away quickly before mine could make contact. “Yes?” My voice came out soft, carried to him in the gentle breeze.

“Your mother told me to send you home.”

“Yeah, ok.” I nodded my understanding.

He nodded too, still not looking at me. I was used to it though. My father never looked at me.

He walked away quickly, his brown long coat blending perfectly with the trees around him. In a surprising amount of time, he disappeared until only his hair was visible, and then even that disappeared. He didn’t turn around once.

I relaxed completely against the ground, allowing my long body to meld into the hard ground. I never seemed to get as comfortable as the rest of my tribe, but I had stopped counting all of our differences long ago.

My dad had traded a gnome for a bedroll a while back so I could quit complaining about not being able to sleep on the hard ground. I knew I embarrassed him.

“We’re wood faeries, Zemenckia,” he had told me in his deep voice, his chin jutted out in pride that wasn’t his own, “we’re one with the earth.”

“But the ground makes my bones ache,” I protested.

He shot me one scathing look and then refused to look at me again. We didn’t tell anyone about the bedroll we kept hidden in the kitchen cupboard, but everyone still knew I was different.

Maybe that was why they chose me as the seventh sacrifice.

It wasn’t just my appearance that was different either, although that was enough to make them all stare and keep their distance. My hair was too straight. Why did it just lie flat against my head? And what were all the brown spots that fanned across my nose and cheeks? Surely it was a curse. I must have angered someone very badly to have my skin so blemished. And I was tall, way too tall. Why did I have to tower over everyone else? I was the same height as all the boys. It just wasn’t natural.

Those weren’t the worst things though, they weren’t even the most noticeable. The worst part of me was my ears. Everyone else had ears that pointed beautifully through their gorgeous mess of curls; not me though. I had human ears. They were round, completely round. And my hair was just flat enough to show them off every time I wasn’t careful.

There were other things too; that made me different. The animals ran from me, my eyes watered when I stood too long in the high weeds, the sticks made my bare feet bleed.

I ran my finger over the top of the water, careful of the baby kelpies I had seen yesterday. Unlike the rest of my tribe, the kelpies seemed to take pleasure in biting my fingers.

I wasn’t surprised at all that I was the sacrifice. Especially not when I made the list in my head. My father said that I was born to be the sacrifice, an easy decision for the tribe. Glad I could make things so easy. 

My tribe is one of seven that live just on the edge of the Seelie Court. There was once a time when the wood faeries were all one people that worked together to protect all the Forest of Faery. But, as it so often happens here, fights broke out among the fey and they split into two tribes. The Seelie and the Unseelie.

There was only a small group left that refused to take sides. They couldn’t even agree with each other though and became known as the seven tribes of the in between. There is a heavy price to pay for not taking sides.

The Seelie King mostly ignores us as long as we’re quiet. The Unseelie Queen, however, requires a price of blood to be paid once a year. It had been going on for most of forever and every seventh year, it was our tribe’s turn to put forth a sacrifice.

This year, I was that sacrifice. 

I rolled over to my stomach with a small grunt. I knew the Unseelie Queen was cruel, but I wondered how the sacrifice would happen. Would it be quick or did she draw it out for her own amusement?

If I didn’t go, if she didn’t have her sacrifice, she would destroy us all. It was my destiny. I was born to die and I had always known that. At least it saved me from all the hard chores.

The Seelie guard would be there in the morning to take me to the Queen. I was in no hurry to leave the riverside.

I pulled my finger off the water when I felt a scaly nudge. Sure enough, a small greenish head broke the surface. The baby bleated pathetically at me before dipping back beneath the water. 

“Sorry, little guy,” I called softly, “my blood is already spoken for.”

Knowing the creature wouldn’t give up now that he knew I was here, I stood up from my place of relaxation. It was time to head home and see what Mother had made for lunch.

That was the only reason she would call me home, to eat. It wasn’t concern for my well being that prompted her motherly attentions, she just knew that I had to be healthy for the sacrifice. If I died on the way, it wouldn’t count.

No one would ever forget the year sickly Junet didn’t make it to the Queen and Birdie was the only other 16 year old female to take her place. That had been a bad year- or so I’ve heard. It was before I was born.

I glanced back at the water just before the trees blocked it completely from view.  One last look at the best part of my childhood. There wouldn’t be enough time to return here tomorrow.

The kelpie bobbed his head above the glass-like  surface and ducked under again quickly. My eyebrows furrowed in amusement, then straightened back out as I turned back towards home.
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My feet found the familiar path back home almost without me thinking about it. Although none of the animals came up to me like they did everyone else, I still caught glimpses of them. It seemed like I wasn’t the only one to take advantage of the sun.

I smiled wide, letting my teeth  break free of my lips. The forest was my favorite place to be. No one stared at me out here, there was no one to accuse me of being different. I was allowed to be whoever I wanted to be.

My toes sank deep into the soft mud, but they pulled free easily, making me giggle softly when they made a loud sucking noise. Maybe the mud caked to my feet would finally make my father happy. Probably not, though.

It didn’t take long to break free of the trees and find the small clearing that held our village. Small wooden houses formed three rings around a large building in the center. Village meetings and social events were held in the center, but I had only been inside the building twice in all my life. Once was two weeks ago at my own farewell ceremony.

I shook my head again as I passed the building on the way to my own house. Ours was a small two room house in the second ring. At least we were on the ground. I wasn’t very good at climbing trees.

When I pushed open the door, my mother was the first thing I saw. I was a little surprised she was still there, she often went next door around lunch time. Maybe she was running late today. I stared at her expectantly. 

“I sent your father to fetch you a while ago,” she pursed her lips angrily.

“Oh.” I crossed the room to the water basin and submerged my arms up to my elbows.

I heard her swallow, but her next words weren’t angry. “Your soup is going to be cold.”

I shook the water from my hands and wiped the extra water onto my shorts. “It’s fine.” I didn’t mind cold soup. Mostly, I didn’t like the foods she made anyways.

I walked back to the small wooden table and sat at one of the two chairs. Hopefully she would leave now that she knew I wouldn’t be starved and let me eat in peace.

My parents rarely ate food that was hot and although they allowed me certain allowances, it wasn’t very gracefully. Both claimed they couldn’t bare to watch me eat in such a barbaric manner and disappeared at meal times. It suited me fine. 

A bowl was placed in front of me, filled with steaming yellow broth. I sniffed appreciatively, smiling at the delicious scent. It smelled better than usual. I waited for her to leave, but she didn’t move.

What was she waiting for?

Instead of waiting for, or asking for, an explanation
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